Communication with People with Dementia
in End of Life Care:
The Relevance of Gender-related Issues

IFF-Department of Palliative Care and Organisational Ethics
University of Klagenfurt, Vienna

AIMS AND QUESTIONS

Elisabeth Reitinger

BACKGROUND

It is a central aim of the project “Communication with people with
dementia in geriatrics” to formulate gender sensitive approaches
that support person-centred communication. The main questions
are:

What are the core themes that have to be taken into account
when talking about gender sensitive communication?

What does gender sensitive communication mean in end of
life care?

¢ How can gender sensitive communication be supported?

Communication with people with dementia is a challenging adventure, especially in late stage
dementia and at the end of life. Person-centred approaches as Validation or Basale
Stimulation help to come into contact with and relate to people with dementia. Dying
trajectories are characterised by lingering ways of moving away and coming back to life again.
“Death comes and leaves again” (Kojer, Sramek 2007). These particular circumstances in ¢
living with men and women with dementia as well as their special needs have to be taken into
account in accompanying them in their last phase of life. Aiming at person-centred care, ¢
questions of gender related issues have to be taken into account.

METHODS

A literature analysis with the leading question of the
impact of gender related issues in the care for and
communication with people with dementia was carried out.
Relevant articles and books were identified by searching
the databases Pubmed (2005-2010) Web of Science,
Gerolit and additional traditional sources of literature that
had already been discovered throughout earlier queries.

“Death comes and
leaves again”
(Kojer, Sramek 2007)

e

Angela Sommerhoff

RESULTS

CONCLUSIONS
+ Analysis first uncovers that only few research projects

focus  on  gender-relevant issues concerning  Gonnecting insights of end of life care for people with dementia and gender relevant aspects that
communication with persons with dementia. have already been subject to research, the following factors can be acknowledged to play an
¢ Gender aspects covered by literature mainly ~ important role for gender sensitive communication in end of life care for people with dementia.

encompass the prevalence of the disease (e.g.
Musicco 2009), symptoms associated with dementia,

+Gendered life stories have to be integrated into care giving for people with dementia. Especially in
end of life care, when verbal communication loses relevance, other ways of contacts gain

care giver burden and, surprisingly, some articles that
discuss the gender-role of male care givers (e.g. Baker
et al 2010).

Concentrating on experiences of sexualised violence
against women throughout their biography, Béhmer
(2001) formulates approaches for a female-oriented
care in old age. Drawing parallels between dementia
and the posttraumatic stress disorder she highlights the
importance of attentive diagnosis and care.

Taken care giver burden into account, different studies
show distinct coping strategies and social integration
between male and female care givers (e.g. Bédard et al

importance. Bodywork, breathing, communication with hands and emotional empathy can lead to
touching experiences (Kojer, Sramek 2007). Knowing about gendered ways of emotionality, coping
strategies and gendered roles in contemporary history help understanding and communication.

¢ Results connected with caregiver burden indicate that the experience of men and women
caregivers may be different despite seemingly identical circumstances. This highlights the need for
interventions geared to the specific needs of female and male caregivers. Discussing gender
relations, gender roles and gender constructs Kreutzner (2006) emphasizes equity aspects of care
work in western societies.

#Circumstances (e.g. gender competence) and structures (e.g. organisational processes) that
support gender sensitive communication have to be identified and established (Heimerl et al 2009;
Reitinger, Lehner 2009). Further research has to be conducted focussing on the gender role of the
person with dementia in interaction with her/his care givers and gender sensitive professional

2005). Challenging behaviour like anger, the
devaluation of the care work and failiure of social
support seem to distress women more than men.

support.

+ Another central finding shows the relational effect of
gender. Lindsay and Skea (1997) found in a long term
care institution for people with dementia, that male
residents more often looked for interaction with care
persons, irrespective of their gender. Female residents
did not contact male care persons. Female and male
care personnel more often contacted male residents. In
general female care persons more often contacted
residents, irrespective of their gender. These results
give first insights into the “doing gender” effect in
dementia care.

Angela Sommerhoff

References

Funding

The research-project on “communication with people with dementia in geriatrics” is
funded by the Austrian Ministry of Health (www.bmg.gv.at)

Acknowledgments

| would like to thank Katharina Heimerl and Eva Eggenberger from the department of
Palliative Care and Organisational Ethics at the IFF, Vienna, who initiated, supported
and critically commented on the discussion. Many thanks to Angela Sommerhoff for
her inspiring pictures: http://www.angelasommerhoff.com/Angela_Sommerhoff/Start.html
Contact of Presenting Author

Ass. Prof.in Dr.in Elisabeth Reitinger
Department of Palliative Care and

Baker KL, Robertson N, Connelly D (2010) Men caring for wives or partners with dementia: masculinity, strain and gain. In:
Aging Ment Health, Apr. 14(3): 319-27

Bédard M, et al (2005) Understanding burden differences between men and women caregivers: the contribution of care-
recipient problem behaviors. In: Int Psychogeriatr Mar. 17(1): 99-118.

Béhmer M (2001) Erfahrungen sexualisierter Gewalt in der Lebensgeschichte alter Frauen. Ansétze einer frauenorientierten
Altenarbeit. Mabuse Verlag, Frankfurt a.M.

Heimerl K et al (2009) Person-centred communication in palliative geriatrics: A comparison of Basale Stimulation and
Validation. European Journal of Palliative Care. May Vienna: 118

Kojer M, Sramek G (2007) Der Tod kommt und er geht auch wieder. In: Heller A, Heimerl K, Husebg S (eds.) Wenn nichts
mehr zu machen ist, ist noch viel zu tun, 3.ed. Lambertus, Freiburg i.B.: 231-245

Kreutzner G (2006) Care for old people between gender relations, gender roles and gender constructs. In: Backes G, Lasch V,

Reimann K (eds) Gender health and aging. VS-Verlag, Wiesbaden: 293-316 I . ~

Lindesay J, Skea D (1997) Gender and interactions between care staff and elderly nursing home residents with dementia. ﬁ:?.%n;?:égﬂilstw;z;enfun FLEERSaDE
International Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry. 12(3): 344-348 Schottenfeldgasse 29/1, 1070 Vienna, Austria UNIVERSIT A T
Musicco M (2009) Gender differences in the occurrence of Alzheimer’s desease. Func Neurol. Apr-Jun. 24(2): 89-92 elisabeth.reitinger@uni-klu.ac.at KLAGENFURT

Reitinger E, Lehner E (2009) Gender: Ethical issues in long term care. European Journal of Palliative Care. May Vienna: 166



