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Abstract 

This book will attempt to deconstruct communication patterns between registered 

nurses and older patients and propose methods for re-constructing the manner in which 

nurses and older patients relate to one another. The number of Americans over the age of 

65 grew from 3.1 million in 1900 (about 4% of the population) to 35.3 million (12.4%) in 

2001 and the population is expected to double by 2030. As older people experience 

chronic health problems, many become the recipients of inpatient health care services and 

find themselves in the care of registered nurses. These people are often treated in a 

manner that can be described as disrespectful and even infantilizing. The majority of older 

people report that they have experienced what is referred to as over-accommodative 

communication that uses simple vocabulary, high pitch, slow speech, the use of impera-

tives, repetition, and terms of endearment. This type of communication can result in an 

older adult’s feeling of increased dependence, lack of control and incompetence.  

This project explores how nurses can communicate with older patients such that in-

dependence, a sense of increased control, and competency are promoted. Further, focus 

is on how independence, control, and competency improve health and well-being (both 

key functions of the nursing profession). Effective, person centered communication can 

lead to care delivery where people are assessed and treated appropriately and where 

people understand information that is presented to them and how that information impacts 

decisions. My hope is that nursing communication with older patients can be grounded in 

I-Thou relationships (Buber, 1958) where mutuality and honesty prevail rather than I-It 

where the person is used as an object in need. If older patients feel valued and honored, 

nurses can open the door to healing, inspiration, and self-determination. Using an appre-

ciative approach, nurses and patients are interviewed and observed in order to understand 

the qualities and characteristics of their communication and the impact of that communica-

tion on participants. Findings from this project can influence ways of thinking in the nursing 

community so that the dominant discourse will become one of respect and dignity instead 

of paternalism and control.  

 
 
 
 
 



6 

 

 

Are you in right relation? 
Where is your water? 
Know your garden. 
It is time to speak the truth 
Create your community. 
Be good to each other. 
And do not look outside yourself for the leader. 
This could be a good time! 
There is a river flowing now very fast 
It is so great and swift that there are those who will be afraid. 
They will try to hold on to the shore.  
They will feel they are being torn apart and they will suffer greatly. 
Know the river has its destination. 
The elders say we must let go of the shore, and push off into the river, 
Keep our eyes open, and our heads above water. 
See who is in there with you and celebrate. 
At this time in history, we are to take nothing personally, least of all ourselves. 
For the moment that we do, 
our spiritual growth and journey comes to a halt. 
The time of the lone wolf is over.  Gather yourselves! 
Banish the word “struggle” from our attitude and your vocabulary. 
All that you do now must be done in a sacred manner and in celebration. 
We are the ones we have been waiting for… 

THE ELDERS, Hopi Nation, Oraibi, Arizona, 2000 
  


