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Communication 

 

Communication is an important skill for anyone. It’s especially important as a 
caregiver. Good communication skills will lay the groundwork for you relationship 
with your patient to provide the best care possible. Your patient needs to feel that 
you are having a conversation with them—that you respect them—even if they 
cannot understand everything you are saying. 

 

Communicating Is More than Speaking and Listening 

 

When we think about communicating, two aspects come to mind immediately—
speaking and listening. However, when you are going to speak about important 
topics with your aging patient, it would be wise to think things through carefully on 
your own before you actually talk with them. Focus on the specifics of what you want 
to cover. And what words we choose to use definitely matter when the topics are 
emotional ones! 

Don’t rush the conversation to a conclusion because that could prove frustrating to 
you and your aging patient. As we age, it takes longer to do things, and that includes 
thinking things over as ideas unfold. Realize the fact going in and don’t try to rush 
your patient into making decisions. The goal of this communication is maximizing the 
patient’s independence. 

 

First Encounters 

 

Learn about your patient’s background by asking questions of their lives. Also, ask 
the patient how they would like to spend their time, their likes and dislikes, about 
their family, etc. Try to find the communication method that works best with each 
individual patient early in your relationship. Always face your patient when you speak 
and always maintain eye contact; ask what they think would be good solutions. 
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Never Be Patronizing 

 

Remember, you are talking to an adult, not a child. Patronizing speech will put older 
adults on the defensive and convey a lack of respect for them. Put yourself in their 
shoes and think of how you would want to be spoken to in the situation. Look for 
answers that optimize strengths and compensate for problems. Be aware of the 
whole situation; many of the issues of aging can be solved by providing the patient 
with the support they need. 

 

Communicating Made Easier: Language and Limitations Can Get in the Way 

 

As our bodies and minds age, we lose control over so many aspects of our lives that 
it can make us stubborn, even when faced with a choice that is obviously in our best 
interest. Always let the patient take their time and make their own decision. The 
patient is looking back at their lives and trying to figure out why they are here and 
what they will leave behind. Always have the patience to wait for the patient to make 
his or her own decisions. Simply understanding the loss of control the elder is 
feeling—empathizing with the senior—can smooth out some rough spots, making 
caregiving a bit easier.  

Communication can be very simple. Someone says something, and another person 
understands what he or she said . . . and meant. Of course, not all communication 
goes so smoothly. Things can get in the way.  For the patient, there may be numerous 
obstacles to overcome. If they have hearing or sight problems, getting a message 
through can be more difficult for everyone involved. Chronic pain, symptoms of 
illnesses, and side effects from medications can dull a patient’s senses, along with 
their ability to comprehend. Conversing will demand more concentration and 
energy. If either of these is in short supply, communication will suffer even more.  

This can lead to everyone being frustrated and the natural tendency to avoid 
communication. You will have to communicate on their terms, at their own pace. 
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Sometimes patients are not ready or willing to open up. Here are some hints for 
getting past their barriers and stimulating conversation. 

 

TIPS FOR ENHANCING THE FLOW OF COMMUNICATION 

 

Ask questions that generate involvement and check for their level of 
understanding. 

Have the patience to wait for answers. 
Make it easier for everyone to stay attentive. Cut down on noise and distractions 

in the room. 
Speak at a slow pace and volume that works for the patient. Use visual cues and 

physical touch to help convey your message. 
Ask for their advice . . . and do not give yours. 

Ask specific questions, yet do not interrogate. Routine questions such as “How 
are you doing?” usually lead to automatic answers. 

Always be a good listener and maintain eye contact. These are two ways you can 
communicate that you care. 

Listen for what they are not saying. This is especially important when dealing with 
the effects of illnesses and disabilities. 

Do not be too complex. 
Change the subject if you notice frustration. 

Never argue with the patient. 
Do not ever be condescending. 

Do not ask a lot of questions that rely on good memory. 
 

Communicating with the patient is very important and will help you give the best care 
possible. Put yourself in their shoes. This will help you build trust and a solid 
relationship that will provide a positive atmosphere for your patient. 
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EMOTIONS 

Importance of Emotions 

 

Here are a few of the reasons our emotions are important in our lives. By the way, 
emotional intelligence has a good presentation on evolution and emotions. 

 

Survival 

 

Nature developed our emotions over millions of years of evolution. As a result, our 
emotions have the potential to serve us today as a delicate and sophisticated internal 
guidance system. Our emotions alert us when a natural human need is not being 
met. For example, when we feel lonely, our need for connection with other people is 
unmet. When we feel afraid, our need for safety is unmet. When we feel rejected, it 
is our need for acceptance that is unmet. 

 

Decision Making 

 

Our emotions are a valuable source of information. Our emotions help us make 
decisions. Studies show that when a person’s emotional connections are severed in 
the brain, he cannot make even simple decisions. Why? Because he doesn’t know 
how he will feel about his choices. 
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EMOTIONS 

Boundary Setting 

 

When we feel uncomfortable with a person’s behavior, our emotions alert us. If we 
learn to trust our emotions and feel confident expressing ourselves, we can let the 
person know we feel uncomfortable as soon as we are aware of our feelings. This 
will help us set our boundaries, which are necessary to protect our physical and 
mental health. 

 

Communication 

 

Our emotions help us communicate with others. Our facial expressions, for example, 
can convey a wide range of emotions. If we look sad or hurt, we are signaling to 
others that we need their help. If we are verbally skilled, we will be able to express 
more of our emotional needs and thereby have a better chance of filling them. If we 
are effective at listening to the emotional troubles of others, we are better able to 
help them feel understood, important, and cared about. 

 

Happiness 

 

The only real way to know that we are happy is when we feel happy. When we feel 
happy, we feel content and fulfilled. This feeling comes from having our needs met, 
particularly our emotional needs. We can be warm, dry, and full of food, but still 
unhappy. Our emotions and our feelings let us know when we are unhappy and 
when something is missing or needed. The better we can identify our emotions, the 
easier it will be to determine what is needed to be happy. 

 

Unity 
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EMOTIONS 

Our emotions are perhaps the greatest potential source of uniting all members of 
the human species. Clearly, our various religious, cultural, and political beliefs have 
not united us. Far too often, in fact, they have tragically and even fatally divided us. 
Emotions, on the other hand, are universal. The emotions of empathy, compassion, 
cooperation, and forgiveness, for instance, all have the potential to unite us as a 
species. It seems fair to say that, generally speaking, beliefs divide us. Emotions unite 
us. 

  

 

Human Emotional Needs 

 

All humans have basic emotional needs. These needs can be expressed as feelings, 
for example the need to feel accepted, respected, and important. While all humans 
share these needs, each differs in the strength of the need, just as some of us need 
more water, more food, or more sleep. One person may need more freedom and 
independence; another may need more security and social connections. One may 
have a greater curiosity and a greater need for understanding, while another is 
content to accept whatever he has been told. 

It is helpful to become more aware of these emotional needs as a first step toward 
helping each other fill them. 

 

Managing Negative Emotions  

General Guidelines 

I have been trying to develop some general guidelines for managing negative 
emotions. Here is what I have so far. 

First, identify the feeling. Next, ask if it is a healthy feeling. Then list your options and 
choose the one that is most likely to lead to your long-term happiness. 

After asking these first two questions, the next step is to ask what would help you 
feel better. I try to remember to just focus on answers, which are in my control, since 
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EMOTIONS 

it would be easy, but not too helpful, to think of ways others could change so I would 
feel better. 

Another question is to ask how you want to feel. This helps you direct your thoughts 
in a positive direction. 

To summarize, here are some questions I believe are very helpful: 

 

How am I feeling? 

Is it a healthy feeling? How do I want to feel? 

What would help me feel better (that I can control)? 

 

Expressing Negative Feelings 

 

Here are a few suggestions for communicating your negative feelings:  

Don’t be dramatic. 
Don’t wait till things build up. Be brief. 
Don’t blame or lay guilt trips. Talk about how you feel. 
Ask how the other person feels. 
Offer a way to save face. (For example, “Perhaps I misunderstood you,” or “I know 
your intentions were good.”) 

 

Disappointment 

 

There seem to be at least two ways the word “disappointment” is used. It is a 
combination of sadness and surprise, which fits with some academic definitions of 
disappointment. 

I find it helpful to look at disappointment as something we do to ourselves. I say this 
because it seems to arise out of our own expectations or demands about how we 
think the world should be or how we think people should act. In other words, I look 
at “disappointment” as an inaccurate view of reality. Looking at it this way could help 
us accept that we didn’t really understand things as well as we thought we did and 
that our expectations were unrealistic. 
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EMOTIONS 

By looking at it this way, it is easier for us to take responsibility for it and thus to 
reduce the negative feelings that usually accompany it. 

Instead of using the word “disappointed,” I sometimes try to substitute the word 
“disillusioned.” This helps remind me that I had created an illusion in my own mind 
about. Calling something an illusion suggests that my interpretation of reality was 
inaccurate. So when things don’t go the way I expected or wanted them to go, it 
seems to help if I take the perspective that I created a false image of reality in my 
mind, and I need to quickly adjust myself to actual reality. The sooner I do this, the 
faster I get over the negative feeling of what I used to call disappointment. 

Disappointment in another person is basically a form of rejection and disapproval. It 
can be powerful in its toxic effect on the self-esteem. 

Another problem with telling someone you feel disappointed in them is that it 
encourages them to avoid sharing things truthfully with us. It helps others feel judged 
as well as disapproved of. Note that it is the person in power who creates the 
expectations. 

  

 

Bitterness 

 

A more intense form of disappointment is sometimes bitterness, which tells us that 
not only did we expect something, but also we started to count on it or depend on it. 

A healthier reaction would be to let the feeling provide an opportunity to get to know 
the other person or the child better. By showing sincere curiosity and a desire for 
knowledge instead of disappointment, we open the door to understanding and 
bonding. In other words, we might say to ourselves, “Hmm, I expected x to happen, 
in fact I really wanted x to happen. I was even counting on it. I am sad, or hurt or 
frustrated that it didn’t happen. I wonder why it didn’t happen. What can I learn from 
this?” Such curiosity opens the door to seeking knowledge and helps get our thinking 
back in line with reality. In other words, situations where we initially feel disappointed 
can lead to wisdom if we allow ourselves to learn. In the case of the parent and child, 
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EMOTIONS 

the parent might learn about the circumstances surrounding the child’s life and the 
way the child makes decisions based on his or her values, beliefs, and needs. The 
same idea applies to friends or romantic partners. 

 

Discouragement, Hopelessness 

 

I am afraid this will sound simplistic, but when you are feeling discouraged and 
hopeless, you could look at it as just a sign that you need to find some source (or 
create one within yourself) of encouragement and hope. Maybe a technique would 
be helpful, like making a list of some things that are encouraging. Forcing yourself to 
find just one encouraging thing amid your present feelings of discouragement. 
Maybe just find some uplifting books or articles or read a story on what someone is 
doing somewhere to help people. There is a huge selection of inspirational books 
and tapes. Some of them have helped me both during an immediate down period in 
my life and also in a longer-term sense because I have the memory of some things 
they said that helped. 

Another option is to seek out some optimistic but validating people. Perhaps just tell 
a friend who knows you well that you are feeling discouraged and hopeful. Perhaps 
they will remind you of some encouraging truths. 

I remember a few times I was feeling discouraged and I was able to remember some 
encouraging things. And it helps me to know that I have felt extremely discouraged 
and hopeless, even suicidal, but I have bounced back from those feelings. And I 
believe those feelings helped me focus on what was truly important to me. 

If nothing else, write to me and say, I am feeling hopeless! 

Or scream it out if you must, or cry it out—your body is sending you a message. Let 
it know that you have received it. I am not sure how the process works, but it seems 
that once the message is fully accepted, validated, and understood, survival forces of 
the brain, which go to work on solving the problem, can integrate it. 

Once you have completely accepted that you feel hopeless, you can begin to take 
action to feel more hopeful. You can search for inspiring Web sites, books, tapes etc. 
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EMOTIONS 

You can actively think of people whom you admire who are contributing to the world 
in the way you believe is needed. 

When you are feeling hopeless, it can be looked at as a clear sign that you need to 
feel more hopeful (or more optimistic, more encouraged, etc.) in order to get back 
into a healthier state. I believe our survival instinct itself is a source of hope. If I truly 
had no hope, why would I even bother to eat? Because as long as your body is feeling 
hungry, sleepy, etc., I believe there is hope. As I see it, as long as there is one male 
and one female alive on earth, there is hope for the human species. Imagine that the 
current members of the species have somehow managed to kill everyone in your 
gender except you. Now imagine you have ten seconds to choose a partner before 
all the other members of the opposite sex are killed. Now, ten seconds later, it is just 
the two of you. Would you still feel hopeless? Or would you get to work on rebuilding 
the species? 

 

Feeling Destructive 

 

The amygdala is capable of initiating sequences of chemical reactions that create 
extreme energy. Some people’s brains, for whatever reasons, create these intense 
chemical reactions extremely quickly. In a life-or-death situation, this could prove to 
make the critical difference. But we are not often in life-and-death situations 
anymore. Yet we still sometimes feel the same urges, such as the urge to completely 
destroy our attacker. 

The challenge is how to use the energy in a constructive way. When I have felt 
destructive in the past, it has proved helpful to ask, what do I really want to destroy? 
A person? A relationship? Myself? Asking these questions helps me realize that I don’t 
want to hurt others or myself. Nor do I want to damage relationships, even though 
they may be bringing me pain at that moment. I want to prove that there is a better 
way. I want to show the world that there are more options than repeating the 
mistakes of the past. I try to focus my energy in this kind of positive direction. This 
takes practice, but I believe we can all make improvements in how we handle our 
destructive urges by refocusing our energy into more-productive outlets. 
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EMOTIONS 

 

Resiliency 

 

Resiliency is part of emotional intelligence. Whatever category you want to put it 
under, it is clear that resiliency helps us survive and “thrive.” It helps us to readily 
recover from shock, depression, anger, etc. 

 

Forgiveness, Understanding 

 

People who don’t understand why they do things—and don’t know what their 
emotional needs are and why they are unmet—are less likely to be able to really 
forgive themselves. 

To take this idea further, people who can’t understand and forgive themselves 
probably will not be able to understand or forgive others. 

I can forgive myself more easily now because I understand how I was emotionally 
damaged and I know I am just trying to meet my unmet emotional needs. And it is 
much easier for me to forgive others now. 

 

Life and Death in Context 

 

There is an appointed time for everything, and there is a time for every event. 
Whatever our beliefs may or may not be, each of us knows the inherent truth that 
one day, death will come to us and to everyone we love. Knowledge of this 
inevitability does not lessen our suffering. 

Although the walk through the valley of the shadow of death is the toughest part of 
life for the human spirit to endure, most of us move beyond the shadows and once 
again enjoy the sunlight. Let us gather insight into some of the feelings and 
experiences we may have in our walk through this valley of shadows, and let us offer 
hope that sorrow will not be our constant companion for the rest of our years. 


