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Establishing rapport with the vulnerable adult is an important step of the investigation process. The vulnerable adult may be nervous about inviting a stranger into their home. Preparing communication statements prior to the initial visit may help alleviate some skepticism and encourage trust. 


Universal: “I frequently find that seniors aren’t aware of the many services that are available to them.”


Empathy: “I understand your reluctance and realize that it must not be easy letting a stranger into your home.”


Credentials: “I have been doing this work for a while and believe I may have something to offer you that may make your life a little easier.”


Clarify: “I hear that you have some concerns about what’s going on, and would like to talk about it with you.”


What other communication statements might be helpful in building rapport? 
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Whether you are building rapport at the door or are inside the home conducting an interview, it is important to be aware of your actions and reactions may either facilitate a good interview or shut down communication.

Read the following situations (in bold font). Consider what the barrier is to communication and identify some alternative approaches.

1. “The place was so dirty I was grossed out and afraid to sit down.”
Ask:  Have you been in this situation?  How have you handled it? 

There are times when the environment is less than stellar. And we all have our own standards and tolerance of different levels of hygiene.  We must be aware that this is the client’s home and she may not see the environment the same way we do.  If she senses that we are uncomfortable or grossed out, it may be harder to build trust. Ask: what alternatives do you have? Sit on your notebook; say that you have been sitting for a very long time in the car……

2. “The client didn’t seem to understand that much English so I had to really yell.” 
Ask: What is insensitive about that statement? 

Just because an individual has difficulty with the language does not mean that they are hearing impaired.  Yelling will not help them understand you.  It is better to speak in a normal tone of voice, speaking a little more slowly perhaps and more clearly.  Seek clarification of meanings. Use paraphrasing, perception checking, and tactful probing questions.  Beware of using slang and acronyms and have patience!

3. “The client speaks only Polish so I found a woman who was cleaning the apartment next door and asked her to translate.”
Ask: Was that the best choice of interpreter?  Why?  What other choices would you have?  

We must be aware of individual’s right to privacy- and that sharing personal information with a stranger may make the client feel uncomfortable. It is preferable to use someone who the client knows and trusts… or a professional interpreter with whom your agency contracts.

4. “So I told her that her son was no good and she should just kick him out. “
Ask: Why could that statement be a rapport-breaker? 

We need to be aware of the loyalty and love that a parent feels for the child, even if we perceive (or the evidence shows) that this child is an abuser or exploiter. In general, we want the client to come to her own conclusions through exploration and discussion. 

5. “I got out my binder and started writing everything she told me and she got so upset.”
It is difficult to remember everything and sometimes we need to take notes. 
Ask: how can you do this without causing anxiety in your clients?  Are there other ways you can take notes besides in front of the client? 

Consider asking permission, explaining that it’s hard to remember everything and what you are writing will help you get her the help she needs, writing your notes immediately after the visit, etc.  If you take notes during the interview, ask permission and explain why note taking may be necessary. To avoid interfering with the communication climate, maintain eye contact as much as possible and try to be inconspicuous. Be aware that you are in the client’s home and that she/he might not understand what information you are writing and for what purpose.
  
6. “She offered me coffee but I told her we were not allowed to accept anything from clients.” 
Ask: what is the motivation behind the offer? What are ways to politely decline an offer?

Although accepting gifts from clients is not acceptable, we need to be aware of the motivation behind the offer. Is the offer of coffee (or food) part of a cultural expression? We also need to be flexible and use our best judgment.

7. “He refused to help his wife… said cooking was woman’s work.” 
Ask: is somebody’s buttons being pushed here?  Is this a value judgment?  How will that attitude help her help this couple? 

We must be aware of our own biases and feelings and take into account generational and cultural differences. If you want to help the wife, you will have to engage the husband at some level.

8. “He wouldn’t even look me in the eye.  I know he isn’t telling the truth.” 
Ask: What do you think about that?  Are there other reasons that a person wouldn’t look you in the eye? 

Consider how cultural differences, medical or psychiatric conditions, shame, or embarrassment might influence communication. We must beware of jumping to conclusions before we have all the facts.  We also must become culturally sensitive and be aware of medical and psychiatric conditions that impede communication.
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Read the following statements, identifying what makes the statement a communication-buster. Consider alternative statements that may make the alleged perpetrator less defensive. 
1. I understand you’ve been leaving your mother alone at night while you go to the bar.
Consider the following alternatives:
What kind of supervision does your mother require?  
Tell me a little about your responsibilities with your mother.
When do you get a chance to have time for yourself?

2. We received a report that said you are living off your mother’s social security checks.

Consider the following alternatives:
How long have you lived with your mother?
Are you working at the moment?
How long have you been out of work?
How do you support yourself?

3. The law states that we need to see your mother.  If you don’t cooperate, I’ll come back with the police. 
Consider the following alternatives:
I know it must be difficult having a stranger in your home. 
My job is to see what I (our agency) can do to make things easier for you and your mother.

4. Your mother says that you don’t shop for her and she is always hungry.
Consider the following alternatives:
Please tell me about your mother’s eating habits.
Who does the food shopping?
Does your mother have a special diet?

5. Your husband told me you hit him with your cane.  The poor defenseless man is in a wheelchair.  How can you do such a thing?
Consider the following alternatives:
How long has your husband been using a wheelchair?
How is it for you to take care of him now that he is in a wheelchair?
What kind of care does your husband need?

6. My job is to investigate allegations of abuse, neglect, and exploitation of elderly people.  Are you the one caring for your mother? 
Consider the following alternative:
My name is______________ and I work for _____________________agency.  Our agency provides services to older people who might need some extra assistance.  
We find that caring for an older (disabled) person can be challenging.  Are you the one who is helping her?
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