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Support for Veterans with Chronic Health Conditions
Can family members make a difference?
D
o people who have supportive family or friends live longer, healthier lives? There is good scientific evidence that says “yes.” And people dealing with chronic health conditions have significantly better control of their condition if their family members are trained about support.
What is family support?  Family support for those with chronic health conditions is more than “a shoulder to cry on.” Like a bridge supported by different materials, family support should vary based on the veteran’s situation and needs.  
This booklet will help families help their veteran manage chronic health conditions.* It shows why doctors may not be the best people to provide support, identifies types of support that families can offer, then presents the case of Bob and Marge, and asks you for support ideas. 

* “Veteran” means any US veteran, and “family” means one’s closest circle of spouse, relatives, and friends. 

(
Doctors and Support for Veterans’ Health

Doctors care about veterans’ health. But when it comes to providing support, family and friends often do a better job. The job of support is more effective when provided by a close circle of family and friends for at least three reasons:

· Family and close friends are around their veteran more than doctors, and when it comes to support, being nearby makes a big difference. Most activities that affect blood pressure—such as meals, physical activity and taking medication—happen at home or in the presence of family or close friends, not in a doctor's office. 

· Most long-lasting support relationships develop over a span of time that allows exchanges to occur, so that all parties benefit. This doesn’t mean things are always “equal,” but over time, there is a sense of balance. That’s more likely to happen with family and close friends than with doctors.   

· Family members can encourage and set good examples for health behaviors. For example, if family members start choosing fruit cups over French fries, it may help to motivate their veterans to do the same.  

((((((
Support Types & Strategies
· Prepare questions (use POWER Program information)
· Rehearse with the person ahead of time (to reduce stress) 
· Record all current medications (help write a legible list)
Before explaining the types of support, let’s consider an example. What could be supportive as someone prepares for a doctor visit?

The box above reflects the three main types of support. Family and close friends can provide all three. Below are the types, practical examples, and strategies for families to support their veteran’s health.  

1. Information support means sharing reliable information in the right quantity at the right time. Ask questions and keep useful information nearby. 
· Develop a health information calendar for upcoming doctor visits, health seminars, and events (such as POWER Program events).
· Keep reliable nutrition and activity information in an easy-to-find location such as a three-ring binder, napkin holder, or kitchen drawer.  
2. Emotional support shows care for your veteran’s well-being and is often displayed by genuine, kind words or listening intently to concerns. It can be shown without speaking—by a reassuring presence during difficult times. 

· Calm tensions about a coming doctor visit, possibly by rehearsing questions to ask.

· Arrange a relaxing time together to share a quiet meal or watch a favorite movie. 
· When emotional burdens are high, family and veterans should speak with a minister or counselor to learn new strategies for coping.
3. Hands-on support means just what you might think. A veteran might need a hand with home projects, preparing a special meal, or getting to a doctor visit. For the most part, veterans should stay as active as possible, but lending a hand at the right time can be supportive. 

· Offer to drive your veteran to a meeting.

· Visit the grocery store together, walk the aisles, and choose healthy, fresh foods. 

· Arrange to have healthy kids help with yard work and snow removal.
In summary, think of support in the same way as a builder or architect would: structures of all sizes and for all purposes require support in the form of cornerstones, beams, and quality materials. Support is essential for a strong and durable structure—and for healthy veterans. 

Other Important Things to Know 
(((((((
What one person thinks is support may not be supportive to another. Trust and honest caring are foundation stones for supportive relationships. Regular, open discussions need to occur to find out how behaviors like those above “come across” to the person we intend to support—especially when it’s a new attempt to be supportive in a new way. Before trying something new ask, “Do you think it would it help if I’d…?” and then check in later to see that what was meant to be supportive was received that way. 

(((((((
Take care of yourself. When supporting and caring for loved ones, it is easy to forget about your own needs. Your physical and mental health are of the utmost importance! Here are three tips: 

· Accept your own limits. You don’t have to do it all. Admit when you feel overwhelmed, and ask for help.
· Schedule time for yourself.  Don’t forget to schedule time for activities that you enjoy.
· Make your own health your first priority. The best way to sustain support for someone you care about is to make sure that you stay healthy: Eat a balanced diet, get plenty of rest, exercise regularly, and take time to relax.
(((((((
What should you do if your veteran slips into unhealthy habits?  The support of family members should be unconditional—never held back because of setbacks or challenges; however, that doesn’t mean avoiding challenges. Setbacks are to be expected. Plan for setbacks by having a detailed discussion with your veteran and his/her doctor before they happen.

Case Example:  Bob and Marge 

B
ob served in the US armed forces during the Korean War. He is a civic-minded, active man now in his 70s. One year ago he was diagnosed with high blood pressure. He lives in rural southeastern Wisconsin and is married to Marge (45 years).  They have two grown children and five grandchildren, all who live within 40 miles of them. Since learning of Bob’s high blood pressure, Marge has been nervous, but has taken a “don’t rock the boat” approach toward his care.
After four months on a new medicine, Bob’s blood pressure hasn’t changed. He’s frustrated about his lack of progress, and Marge is wondering if she should change her “hands-off” approach. 
What could Bob’s wife and family do to support him? Review the three types of support and “important things to know” in this booklet. List three ideas and talk them over with someone you care about. 
Where to Find More Information
This booklet was meant to help you understand the types of support that family and friends can offer to a veteran with high blood pressure.  If you are interested in learning more, visit these websites:
American Heart Association   www.americanheart.org
My HealtheVet  

      www.myhealth.va.gov
Family Caregiver Alliance  

 www.caregiver.org
For POWER Program materials, contact:

POWER Program

Clement J. Zablocki VAMC

Research 151
5000 W. National Ave.
Milwaukee, WI  53295

(414) 384-2000 ext. 46441
(888) 469-6614
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