Tips for Improving Communication

Whenever you work with people, you have to be careful about what you say and how you say it.  You say one thing and something else is heard.  Miscommunication happens.  Feelings get hurt.  People get mad and hold a grudge.  When you are in a caregiving situation, it is important to communicate well so that all people involved have a clear understanding of what the goals are and peace will prevail among family members.  We have good intentions of communicating clearly, but things sometimes go haywire.  How can we be sure we are saying what we mean without hurting someone?
There are many things a person can do to improve communication.  Some things are pretty obvious and we practice them regularly, but there are other things we mean to do, but often forget.  Here are a few tips that are very helpful when communicating with family and others who are participating in your caregiver circle.  Read through them and give them a try!
· Find a good time for conversation.  If your family member doesn’t like to talk in the morning, during the evening news or right before bed, plan to discuss your concerns at a different time.  Be sure to check with the person by asking, “Is this an okay time to talk?” before launching into a serious conversation.  
· Use “I” statements.  When you start a conversation with “I am feeling…” or “I need…” or “I expect…” it is likely that you will be heard with an open mind to what you are saying.  In contrast, saying, “You made me feel bad when…” or “You haven’t been doing your part…” will put the other person in a defensive position and be the start of a negative-based conversation.
· Listen.  Being an active listener takes effort and concentration.  We think we listen, but often we are thinking about other things, sometimes assuming that we know what will be said.  When communicating with someone, stop what you are doing, don’t interrupt, watch their body language and really listen to what the person is saying.  Restate what you have heard to be sure you understand. 

· Be clear.  If you are making a request of someone, explain why you need it to be done.  When asking your brother to pick mom up at a certain time, explain why he can’t be late – or why you can’t do it.  Explaining things will reduce the feeling of being bossed around.  
· Never assume anything!  Many frustrations arise when assumptions are made.  Suppose you assumed your sister was picking up dinner on her way over, but shows up empty handed.  She might say, “I didn’t know I was supposed to…”  Be specific in your requests.  It may seem obvious to you, but the other person may have a completely different thought process.  Restating things, writing things down and using phrases like, “Just to be sure we understand each other…” can reduce a lot of conflicts.
· Step away from emotions.  When conflict does arise (and it will, even for the best communicators) and you feel angry or hurt, sometimes it is best to just step away and “cool down”.  If your emotions start to overtake your ability to listen carefully and speak calmly, simply say, “I can’t discuss this anymore right now.  Can we talk later?”  Getting away gives you time to work through the negative emotions and may help you see things from a different perspective.
· Remember that you are all on the same team.  In a family caregiving situation it is vital that you work together at achieving a common goal:  the health and welfare of the person you’re caring for.  People will have different ideas of how things should get done, but remembering that you are all on the same “side” can help keep you focused.  There is more than one way to do everything and seldom is there only one right way.  Often times, several approaches will be needed to accomplish the goal anyway, so don’t spend time fighting over who’s idea wins.  The only “winning” that truly occurs is when the one being cared for is happy and content.
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