NOTES ON VISITING A CONFUSED RESIDENT

There are no hard-and-fast rules that apply in all situations because each person is an individual and their reaction, needs and ability to communicate may vary from visit to visit.  These are some general guides that need adapting to the individual circumstances as required.

· Do some homework and find out as much about the person you can.
· Think of good communication skills:

· Where you sit, close enough for good eye contact etc.

· At their physical level

· Lighting, so the person can see you clearly

· Use of non-verbal communication skills – facial expression (smile!), gestures, body language, touch etc.
· Be warm and open, with open body-language

· Avoid fidgeting, looking at watches and clocks etc.

· Focus, give them your attention and do not be distracted by your own thoughts – it will show.

· Think about language, keep sentences shorter and simpler, speak a littler more slowly
· But do not patronize them or treat them as children

· Use phrases and expressions with which they are likely to be familiar if you can

· Avoid places with a, lot of background noise or distractions, which make it harder for the person to concentrate.  It can be hard for us and for someone with dementia it can be three times harder!

· Don’t assume they know who you are, even if they seem to recognise you.  Introduce yourself at the beginning – if they seem affronted and tell you they know who you are, apologise.

· Listen a lot; pick up your cues from the person.
· Use ‘active’ listening, respond well with gestures, nods, affirmative sounds.
· Allow the person more time to respond, a person with dementia may take up to five times longer than ‘normal’ to respond because it takes longer for their brain to assimilate.

· Be prepared to repeat yourself as many times as necessary without getting impatient.  Try re-phrasing it and putting it in a different way. 

· The person may repeat themselves (possibly a lot) – avoid impatience.  They may go into ‘loop’ mode and come all the way round to where they have been before.  But they clearly don’t remember so that’s OK, go with it.
· Generally one point at a time and where possible relate it to concrete things.
· The person may quickly ‘lose the thread of’ their thought, listening carefully will allow you to pick up ‘key words’ which may help jog their memory

· Watch their body language for clues as to meaning and to needs.
· If the person is having trouble expressing what they want to say, watching and listening well can help you to make ‘guesses’ as to what it might be,  “Do you mean...?”

· Don’t put pressure on though, this will often make them feel ‘stupid’ and ‘useless’ and make it harder for them to express what they want to say or understand what you are saying.  

· Apologise for your inability to understand, take the pressure off, but do not trivialize what they want to say as though it doesn’t matter – it DOES matter to them.

· Don’t argue with the person, it will only agitate both of you.
· Use photographs and objects of the person, especially of people, places and occasions of importance in their lives.  “What a beautiful scene ... child ... building”  “Is this you?”  “I think I recognise someone there...” etc. can all lead into enabling them to talk about their own lives.  Encourage this (the listening skills again)

· Use mutual family, brethren and sisters, friends, etc. as an intro into their world.  “I haven’t seen so-and-so for ages...”, “Bro X was speaking at our ecclesia recently, wasn’t he at your meeting once?  

· Use their interests, hobbies (past and present), as things to talk about.  (We come back to the need for homework about the person)  You might then admire some needlework or talk about classic cars.
· If you don’t know much about their hobby ask them about it.  For example ask to see some of their photographs, the model railway, their artwork etc. etc.
· A ‘Life-History’ can be an invaluable tool here as a source of information, photographs and even objects of interest.  Use it – and maybe add to it from your own conversations; life histories should never be completed but should grow.  

· And if there is no Life-History for that person why not start one?  Work together with the person to compile it in a way they would like, a joint on-going project that will provide endless avenues of exploration, discussion and reminiscence.

· If the person you are visiting / talking to is not resident in a care home and even if they are not confused, the same principles apply.  And it is never too early to begin a Life-History project.
