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“COME IN – 

THE DOOR’S OPEN”

Visiting in the Nursing Home
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For the many years after I was married and raising children, going to visit Mom and Dad was a little retreat. They were about an hour’s drive away. When I arrived, I could expect to hear Mom calling out when we came to the door, “Come on in. The door is open.”

Mom would stand inside the kitchen where the coffee would be on. I counted on something ready to munch on immediately, because we had just driven for a full hour, and she was always ready for us. After that, Mom had a meal planned around something she knew I enjoyed.

Those visits involved sitting around the kitchen table eating, drinking, and talking. Their apartment would have ample reading material. Dad read only the Bible, the daily paper, and a few Christian periodicals. Besides her Bible, Mom read magazines and books on health and art. Our conversation revolved around news, politics, sports, health, Mom’s art and catching up on family news. We frequently played cards or sang together.

It was a mini-retreat for me because Mom provided the excellent food, and Dad looked forward to feeding babies and playing with the grandchildren. For those few hours, I relaxed and let them take over. It was sweet, and even now, years later, I miss those times together.

After Mom’s stroke and entry into the nursing community, the quality of the visits was up to me. If there was any food, I was the one who provided it. I introduced news and family information. I had become the one who brought the outside world and community into their world.

The visit could have easily focused around Mom’s condition and a critique of her care, but how would that constitute a real visit? It was up to me to create the right kind of atmosphere so Mom would feel better when I left and could say, “We had such a good visit.”

I write this because of the many times I’ve observed families who came to see their mom or grandma standing around awkwardly for twenty or thirty minutes, and focus almost entirely in talking about how she looked. After that they seem to run out of words, and they left shortly afterward. Or sometimes the family and friends stood back and watched the staff activity of running a nursing community, as if they were intruders or observers of something quite important. They didn’t seem to realize that the important thing was their visit to the elder. Nothing else was significant.

I thought of the flurry of activity and energy when I was a child when Mom prepared everything for our visits to Grandma’s house. It was important to Mom; it was important to Grandma. I decided I needed to plan and have things ready for a memorable visit to my mother.

A good visit involved some serious planning by either having things readily available in the elder’s room or brought in for a particular visit. We brought in our own folding chairs and kept them next to her closet to provide seating for several people. We kept playing cards and her address book in a drawer so we had a game to play, or we might call one of her friends to join us. We scouted the facility for little-used areas, such as the game room, where we sat around and played cards or simply talked. Often, we went to the piano when no one else was playing. We gathered around and my sister Ruth, played songs we all knew. It was wonderful to sing together.

Suggestions for visits

1. Help the elder keep in touch through correspondence or telephone. Many times their going into the nursing community means the elder breaks ties with their longtime friends. That’s when the family can step in and bridge that gap of keeping in touch.
· They can send cards or make phone calls.
· They can ask friends or other family members to keep the elder connected by mailing cards and pictures.
· They can ask their church to send the Sunday bulletin and monthly newsletter. If necessary, family members can read it to the elder during visits.
2. Observe religious holidays with appropriate food and decorations.

· Make this a time to talk about holiday foods in their season.
· Bring pictures and and reminisce about wonderful family holidays.
· Have the elder’s grandchildren make Christmas cookies. Bring them into the nursing home so Grandma can help decorate the cookies.
· Bring in the elder’s long-collected decorations and make the room look festive to fit the season.
· Go to a craft store and buy a small Christmas tree to hang on the wall. (When cords are plugged in behind furniture, remote switches work well.)
· Bring in an Easter lily or a pumpkin and colored paper for making decorations for Thanksgiving.
· Much on donuts and sip hot chocolate.
· Bring in your families’ traditions and turn on the CD player and play Christmas carols.
3. Enjoy a family-prepared meal together: Much of the enjoyment of a good meal comes from the preparation and anticipation of it. If you plan to cook and bring something special to the nursing home, call your elder. Let that person experience the joy of anticipation. It becomes more than just the matter of eating the food.
If possible, bring in cold ingredients and make a family favorite dish together at the nursing community. Let the elder experience the pleasure of cooking by mixing the ingredients and cooking the meal. Many times, food is one of the last remaining pleasures. Talk about such meals, plan for them, and make every visit special by bringing in some food the elder likes.

4. Go outside. Many elders in nursing communities no longer have the opportunity to go outside. Seek out quiet outdoor areas to visit, even if it’s only feet away from the door. For them to be in natural air and light will be worth the effort you go through.
5. Tour the facility.

· Walk through the facility and make yourself the official greeting committee.

· Greet people and introduce your elder.

· Find a place where you can sit and visit. Invite other families to join you.

· When you introduce your elder, add personal information that gives the elder an opportunity to remember a special accomplishment or pleasant memory.

· Steer the conversation away from a critique of the nursing community, staff or food. (You want to support the elder’s confidence in the staff, as well as the facility. Negative observations can be shared with the appropriate department at another time. Remember that even an elder suffering from dementia is sensitive to tone of voice and body language.)

6. Work on a life story book together. Gather memorabilia from your elder’s life story. A three-ring binder works well with any type of stiff poster paper that can survive frequent handling. Be sure to include:
· Key life events, as well as copies of awards and certificates.

· Maps of places the elder has been.

· Work and military service history.

· Add a family tree and indicate relationships to the elder.

By looking at the life story book with the elder you give the staff the opportunity to appreciate the elder’s life. When a staff member learns that a totally dependent elder is one who has had an extensive education or enjoyed a wonderful career or held a meaningful place in the community, it can promote increased care with dignity.

Elders will usually get excited and involved when told. “Let’s work on your story book for the grandchildren.” Having a project to work on for their children or grandchildren gives the elder the pleasure of being a grandparent or great-grandparent.

7. Tips for when the elder is a man.

· Watch a DVD (on travel, sports, history-whatever the man likes).

· Bring in something connected to his past interest to provide a comfortable visit.

· Read sports magazines together or critique new car brochures. Both are excellent opportunities for great conversations.

· Most men like to do something physical. Do that but keep it simple. Toss a ball or throw bean bags. Such activities can also effectively involve children with the elder.

· Watching funny DVDs together can be an especially wonderful connection for a son with his father.

My father-in-law suffered from dementia. My husband, Jerry, knew his dad had enjoyed Laurel and Hardy films as well as those of Ma and Pa Kettle-the comedies of the 1930s and 1940s. Jerry found as many of those old movies as he could and brought them to the nursing home. On his visits, Jerry didn’t have to carry on long one-sided conversations.

When Jerry visited, he would tell his dad what was new with him and the family. After that, he put on an old movie and his dad would laugh every time Jerry would laugh. We never knew how much he followed the story, or even “saw” the slap-stick comedy. But he could still enjoy that comfortable, normal activity of sitting with his son and laughing.

8. Invite old friends, as well as members of clubs and organizations, to visit. Much of the enjoyment of an occasion comes from planning it. Involve the elder in picking out invitations, addressing the invitations, deciding on the refreshments, choosing clothes to wear-all the details that the elder would have done when hosting an occasion in the past.
Ask those at the facility what arrangements could be made with the kitchen for visitor’s meals and what areas you could use for private parties. Many times those areas have to be reserved, especially during holiday times.

9. Play cards and board games.

· Bring cards to the facility and keep them in the elder’s room.

· Even if the elder can no longer actively participate in the game, just being in the room and hearing family members play and laugh can be comforting.

· Have cards and board games available to occupy children and provide a pleasant memory for them of visiting Grandma or Grandpa.

· A lively game of Old Maid can be easy for the elder as well as a young child.

10. Be ready to change plans. Be aware that in a nursing community things can change quickly. For example, you settle down to read to Mom and the nursing assistant brings in her roommate, who doesn’t feel well and wants to go to bed. That means you’ll have to leave the room. Be ready to adapt. That could be a good time for a walk. You might also find a quiet spot to enjoy reading to the elder.
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Chapters:

1. Community Living – a Nursing Home is a community.

2. Please Get To Know Me – what makes the elder comfortable 
in a Nursing Home.

3. “M” is for the Many Things She Gave Me – the difference when the Nursing Home resident is my mother.

4. Create a Buzz – how to let the elder’s caregivers know their “story.”

5. Come In The Door’s Open – THIS CHAPTER

6. The Best Laid Plans – how to cope when things go wrong.
7. Communication – how to effectively communicate with staff.
8. Who’s on First – responsibilities of key personnel in the Nursing Home.
9. Resident’s Rights – how do rights translate into everyday situations.
10. What if It’s Alzheimer’s Disease? – turning a visit into a connection.
11. The Christian’s Joy – keeping connected to your faith.
12. Let Go and Let God – you can prepare for the loss of a loved one.
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