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Analysis of Conversation between Elderly Patients with Dementia and Nurses
Focusing on Structure and Sequential Patterns

Yi, Myungsun
Professor, College of Nursing, Seoul National University
Researcher, Research Institute of Nursing Science, Seoul National University, Seoul, Korea

Purpose: The purpose of the study was to identify functional structure and patterns of dialogue sequence in conversa-
tions between elderly patients with dementia and nurses in a long-term care facility. Methods: Conversation analysis was
used to analyze the data which were collected using video-camera to capture non-verbal as well as verbal behaviors. Data
collection was done during February 2005. Results: Introduction, assessment, intervention, and closing phases were iden-
tified as functional structure. Essential parts of the conversation were the assessment and intervention phases. In the assess-
ment phase three sequential patterns of nurse-initiated dialogue and four sequential patterns of patient-initiated dialogue
were identified. Also four sequential patterns were identified in nurse-initiated and three in patient-initiated dialogues in the
intervention phase. In general, “ask question”, “advise”, and “directive” were the most frequently used utterance by nurses
in nurse-initiated dialogue, indicating nurses’ domination of the conversation. At the same time, “ask back”, “refute”, “escape”,
or “false promise” were used often by nurses to discourage patients from talking when patients were raising questions or
demanding. Conclusion: It is important for nurses to encourage patient-initiated dialogue to counterbalance nurse-domi-
nated conversation which results from imbalance between nurses and patients in terms of knowledge and task in health-
care institutions for elders.

Key words: Communication, Dementia, Nurse-patient relations, Geriatric nursing, Qualitative research
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Table 1. Functional Phases and Sequential Patterns of Conver-
sation between Elderly Patients with Dementia and Nurses

Functional phase Sequential pattern

Introduction phase 1. Greeting-answer (verbal, nonverbal)

2. Greeting-no answer

Assessment phase 1. Nurse-initiated dialogue
1) Ask question-answer-confirm
2) Ask question-ask back-ask
question-answer-confirm
3) Ask question-no answer-ask
question-answer-confirm
2. Patient-initiated dialogue
1) Raising problem-accept
2) Raising problem-ask back
3) Raising problem-refute
4) Raising problem-escape

Intervention phase 1. Nurse-initiated dialogue
1) Advice/dictate-accept-confirm
2) Accuse-excuse-explain-discard
3) Advice/dictate-ask back-advice/
dictate-accept-confirm
4) Advice/dictate-refute-withdraw-accept-
confirm
2. Patient-initiated dialogue
1) Demand-ask back-argue/explain/ask
again-accept
2) Demand-false promise-mumble to
oneself-reject
3) Demand-refute-question/explain/insist/
ask again-reject

Closing phase Nonverbal behavior-nonverbal behavior
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