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Module 5: Your Body Language Speaks Louder
Than Your Words!

Your body language will always, always, always speak louder to a person with
dementia than your words do. We all constantly read the body language of every
person we encounter and we're not even aware we're doing it. Dogs are masters at
reading body language, babies can read body language, and people with dementia
rely on their impressions of your body language because all of those words you're
speaking do not make sense to them anymore. Allow me to give you an example of
what I mean:

It’s time for George’s bath and you know from many past experiences with him
that he resists getting bathed, and that it’s quite possible he could become
combative with you during the process. You are dreading this and when you walk
up to George to take him to the shower room, you are wondering if today is the day
he will hit you. Unless you are making a conscious decision to appear relaxed,
calm, and happy, I can guarantee that your body language is hesitant, guarded,
and anxious. At this point it won’t matter much what words you use with George,
because he will instantly recognize something is wrong, and he won't like what he
senses. George will not want to go anywhere with you because of what he’s picking
up from your body language and tone of voice. Instead, you need to give yourself an
attitude adjustment before you approach George. Think positively! Today could
just as easily be the day when George enjoys his bath! Wouldn’t that be a blessing!
Put a smile on your face, a bounce in your step, and walk up to George just
beaming with friendliness and joy. When you approach him with that body
language and say something to him like:

“There you are George! I've been looking all over for you. I thought maybe you were
hiding from me! I need some help with a little project and you’re the only one I can
think of who can do it for me. Could you please come with me for a minute?”

Keep up the chatter with him as you walk slowly towards the shower room (which
vou have already prepared in advance for him). Change the subject as you walk
and once you walk into the shower room, he will have likely forgotten the reason
yvou asked him to accompany you (to help you with something). If you're chatting
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with him about a subject he enjoys talking about, then he may automatically go
through the motions of what you want him to do. The point I want to make here is
that you may not have been able to get George to get up to walk with you if you
hadn’t approached him in that open, friendly way. We'll talk more about the
bathing issues later.

Your body language is a tool you need to use to your advantage every day when
you work with people with dementia. Even if you're upset, possibly angry at one of
your own family members for some reason, if you cannot mask that and act
friendly, happy, and open, then your job will be ten times harder for you that day
because your residents with dementia will not want to do anything with you or go
anywhere with you.

Consider also, if you take offense at something a coworker has just said or done
and your response is irritation or anger. You exchange a few accusations with each
other in the presence of some residents. Those residents will immediately pick up
on those emotions and will then mirror them. You could have half a dozen
residents around you suddenly becoming irritable for no apparent reason! How do
you suppose that would affect your work day? And, guess what? It would be YOUR
fault if you could not get your tasks accomplished because the residents were not
cooperating or if they became upset and agitated! You would be the only one in
that scenario who has the ability to change your mood, your attitude, or your
behaviors; your residents cannot.

The same thing would happen if a group of residents witness an argument or a
physical altercation between two other residents. It will upset everyone who
witnesses it, and you would need to take steps to calm each one of them down and
redirect their minds to more pleasant thoughts. If you don’t take a few minutes to
do that, then you will likely be following around behind a few of them doing
damage control while they act out their agitation. And they won’t have any clue
why they're agitated.

So, it’s crucial to always be aware of what your body language is saying to others.
If you’re upset or not feeling well, then you must be especially careful to mask that
from your residents with dementia or you will all have a more difficult day.
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To recap, being aware of what your body language is saying to a person who has
dementia benefits you in the following ways:

When you are aware of how you’re presenting yourself, you can then decide if you
need to change that presentation in any way to accomplish what you want. If
you’re not aware of it, you cannot change it.

When you present a calm, relaxed, and happy demeanor to a person with
dementia, you greatly increase your chances of having him or her cooperate with
whatever you want him or her to do with you.

Going out of your way to avoid presenting a tense, angry, or unhappy demeanor to
your residents as well as your coworkers greatly reduces the emotional stress you
feel in your body. When you “act as if” you’re happy, your body totally believes
what your brain is telling it and you will then begin to actually feel happier.

TASK: Write about an instance when you have had to consciously change your
body language for a specific resident.

Has there ever been a time when you’ve been upset with a coworker while at work?
Can you recall if your body language during that day was negative or positive and
whether it affected the residents you worked with?
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