
Communicating with a Loved One Who Has a Mental Illness 

WHAT IS SENIOR LIFE 
SOLUTIONS? 

Senior Life Solutions, an    
intensive outpatient group 

therapy program, is      
designed to meet the unique 

needs of individuals      
typically ages 65 and older 
struggling with depression 
and anxiety often related to 

aging.  If you or someone 
you know has experienced 

any of the following we 
can help: 

• Recently experienced a
traumatic  event
• Loss of spouse or close
family member
 Loss of interest in
previously enjoyed
activities
• Changes in appetite
• Difficulty sleeping
• Loss of energy
• Feelings of sadness or
grief lasting more than two
weeks
• Feelings of worthlessness
or hopelessness

TO LEARN MORE YOU CAN 
CONTACT US AT 

Senior Life Solutions 
Gothenburg Health 

910 20th Street 
Gothenburg NE 69138 

             

By Karen Gutherless, MA, LIMHP, CPC,      
Program Therapist for Senior Life Solutions 

Communicating with a Loved One Who Has a Mental Illness 

Communication is a two-way process. – Why and How to Listen Well:      
Successful communication begins with good listening.  Over time, good 
listening will allow you to gain valuable insight into the experiences and 
motivations of your loved one. This can be done by helping them to feel 
heard, seen and understood, which usually will increase their      
willingness to hear what you have to say. This is best done by using   
empathy skills. Empathy is feeling with them but not for them. 

Ways to improve communication:

 Practice reflective listening:  Listen with the goal of understanding;
Reflect back what you have heard and ask whether you have
understood your loved one accurately; Ask questions to improve your
understanding of his experiences and point of view. These are usually
open ended questions that make them go deeper; Express empathy
for what they are feeling.

 Focus your attention on understanding your loved one and put all
your other agenda items aside for the time being. Although you are
eager to accomplish helpful changes for your loved one, you will be
more effective in helping her if you postpone any advice to fix things
or suggestions until they feel heard and understood and asks for your
opinion.

 Even if you disagree with their interpretations of reality, try to
understand their experiences, point of view, hopes, fears, and beliefs
about themselves and their situation. Your goal is to understand their
reality from their point of view even if they are out of touch with reali-
ty.

 Avoid reactive listening. Listen to understand, instead of thinking
about how you can argue back or convince the person to change their
wrong beliefs. Avoid interrupting, criticizing or giving advice, because
this just shuts a person down. Even if they criticize you, let it be.
Recognize that criticisms and blame generally come from the illness
and typically have little to do with you personally. 
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 Remember that a mentally ill person may have anosognosia (the inability to perceive the mental
illness or neurological deficit) and/or delusions (fixed beliefs that do not change in response to
evidence to the contrary), so arguing about what is real will not be useful.

 You may need to set limits on when, where and how long you can listen. Try to choose a time
and place when your loved one wants to talk and you will be able to focus your attention on
listening well. When you can’t listen well any more, say something like “I’m sorry. I know you
probably have more to say, but I need to take a break now.” This type of limit setting helps to
make it safe for you and your loved one, and will help you to remain calm as you listen.

Some Suggested Responses to Using Reflective Listening 

You can say: 
 Let me see if I have this right. Are you saying that …?
 I hear you saying … Did I get that right? or Can you tell me more about that?
 If I heard you correctly, you said that … Is that right? or I can understand why you feel/want …

or How do you feel about that?
 You can use nonverbal responses (e.g. nodding your head).  You will need to figure out which

responses work best in which situations.  For example, sometimes your loved one may
appreciate eye contact and other times eye contact may make your loved one uncomfortable.

Expressing Yourself Effectively 

 When you want to initiate a conversation on a challenging topic, try to choose a time when you
are both calm.  Think about what would be the best setting for a conversation with your loved
one; in some cases, it will be best to choose a time and place where you will not be interrupted.

 When you speak:

 Use a calm tone of voice and speaking style. 

 Use brief, concise sentences (since a person with mental illness may have trouble processing 
input and cannot process a lot at one time). 

 Allow time for your loved one to process what you have said and respond. 

 Be thoughtful about how you describe a problem. Aim to present a problem in a way that won’t
trigger emotional reactions that preclude reasonable discussion.

 Use “I statements”. 

 Describe a specific ‘behavior’ that is of concern. 

 Avoid attributing the behavior to character flaws or assumed motivations. 

 Avoid terms such as “always” and “never”. 

 Avoid blaming and shaming a person for their behavior. 

 If you want to propose a change:

 Try to focus on a single specific proposal. 

 Think about your loved one’s motivations and how you can present your proposed change in 
a way that will appeal to his/her motivations (e.g. offer something, activity or privilege he/she 
wants or appeal to his/her self-image or concern for other family members). 

 Be flexible in considering alternative solutions that may be a better compromise that meets 
the most important needs of each person. 

Our emotions affect how we communicate. 

 To listen and communicate well, you will need to be calm.  You will probably find it challenging to
cope with your loved one’s pain, anger, criticism and/or blame.  You will be better able to help
him if you can maintain some emotional distance so you do not drown in his pain.  To stay calm,
you may find it helpful to do deep breathing if you start to get upset while listening.

 Identify and deal with any anger or fears you may have about your loved one with mental
illness.  Even when you don’t talk about your negative emotions, your nonverbal expression of
these emotions may upset your loved one, which may exacerbate her illness.

 Take good care of yourself so you will be able to stay well and cope with the long-term stresses
of having a loved one with severe mental illness.

Senior Life Solutions 
(SLS) remains open 
during this time of  

uncertainty with the 
Covid-19 crisis.  We 
are able to offer our 

group therapy       
services in-person or 
by telehealth to meet 
the specific needs of 

our seniors in the 
community.  Anyone 
can make a referral, 
all you need to do is 

call our office at 
308.537.1030. 

Peach Smoothie 

1 cup peaches, frozen 

Juice of one 
Orange 

1 TBSP Vanilla   yogurt 

Blend all ingredients  until 
smooth.  Add milk as needed 

for consistency of choice! 

Cals:  181    Fat: 1gm 
Sodium:  12gm   Carbs:  

41gms  
Fiber:  3gms  Sugar: 35gms 

Protein:  4gm 


