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Introduction to Caring for Yourself 

Rethink Mental Illness and the Meriden Family Programme have created Caring 
for Yourself to help people with mental health problems and carers, family and 
friends. It is for you if you support someone with any mental health condition. You 
may have a relative struggling with anxiety, depression or bipolar disorder, a friend 
with psychosis, schizophrenia or a personality disorder. Whatever the diagnosis, 
Caring for Yourself can help you to develop skills and new ways to cope. 
 

You can use Caring for Yourself in two ways:

•	 Use it yourself independently.

•	 Use it as part of other training programmes for carers such as the Rethink Mental Illness ‘Caring and Coping 
Programme’ or the Meriden Family Programme’s ‘Caring for Carers’ training.

Whichever way is best for you, you can work through it at your own pace, in your own time. Start with Booklet 
1, then plan how to use the other booklets and in which order you want to use them.  

Everything in Caring for Yourself comes from the experiences of others who have cared for people with mental 
illness or from professionals. There are exercises and activities to help you develop skills to help you cope with 
your situation, whatever that is. 

You will find information about:

•	 Being in a caring role.

•	 Taking care of yourself.

•	 Getting your own life back.

•	 Finding information about what your relative or friend is going through.

•	 Dealing with problems.

•	 Talking about what is going on.

•	 Supporting your relative or friend.

We hope the exercises and activities will help people who cannot attend training courses or support groups. If 
it helps you, please get in touch. We want to know how we can help more people who are supporting a relative 
or friend with a mental health problem. 

Gráinne Fadden
Director
Meriden Family Programme

Paul Jenkins 
Chief Executive 
Rethink Mental Illness
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Booklet 4: Communication skills

Good communication is something that we can sometimes 
take for granted. However, at times of stress and challenge, 
things can get in the way of communicating well with others. 
This booklet looks at some of the things that can make 
communication more difficult. It then goes on to introduce 
some specific communication skills that can be helpful in 
building good relationships.
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Introduction

Before starting this booklet, take a moment to think about how you and your family and 
friends communicate. It might help to consider some of the following questions:

	 What happens to communication when things are stressful? 

	 How did you communicate before your relative or friend developed mental 
health difficulties? How have things changed since then? 

	 What is communication like when things are going well? 

	 What do you like about how you communicate? 

	 What are you less comfortable with?

	 Do you have any concerns about the way you communicate?

Communicating well can be difficult at times – and that’s before mental health problems 
enter your family. There are everyday stresses and hassles to deal with and these 
can lead to people snapping at each other. People may argue with raised voices or 
focus only on the difficult things that are happening. It might be that someone gets so 
distressed that this gets in the way of talking and certain things are not discussed at all.

	 Think about how you communicate when you are:

	 • Stressed?

	 • Angry?

	 • Tired?

	 • Upset?

Stress of any kind can make it more difficult to communicate in a clear and positive way. 
This can be particularly so for families affected by mental health problems. Sometimes 
challenges may be in communicating with each other, sometimes with mental health 
services.

The good news is that effective communication skills can reduce your stress and may 
improve the mental health issues of the person you are caring for. It can also make it 
easier to solve problems and achieve goals (see Booklet 5). It may also be helpful to 
think about how to use these skills when talking with mental health professionals.
This booklet looks at four helpful communication skills:

•	 Noticing the positives. 

•	 Asking for what you want. 

•	 Active listening. 

•	 Saying more difficult things.

	 Just looking at the headings, you might already begin to think about what 
might be most helpful for your immediate needs.
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4.2 How to use these sections

There are three stages to developing each of the communication skills – reading about 
it, practicing it and reviewing it on your own or with the help of others.

Stage 1 – Read

Each skill is described in detail. Firstly, though, you will be asked to think abut why the 
skill might be important. It is then briefly introduced before taking you through the steps 
involved.

Step 2 – Practise

Practicing each of the skills is really important as change doesn’t always happen 
overnight. Making a change usually takes:

Practise 

Perseverance 

Patience

•	 Practice one new skill at a time and stick with it until you feel comfortable and 
confident. You can then think about moving onto the next skill.

•	 Following the steps as described may feel strange and close friends and family may 
notice that you are doing some things differently. If you feel comfortable doing so, it 
may be helpful to explain a bit about what you are doing.

Step 3 – Review

It may be helpful to think about how you might check out your progress as you work 
through the skills. You might want to:

•	 Write out what you would do or say, rehearse it, then check against the steps outlined 
in each section. 

•	 Find some way of recording what you are doing e.g. tape recorder, phone, computer, 
MP3 player. 

•	 Do this section with someone else so you can watch each other.

	 Can you think of other ways of practising that will allow you to check back over 
what you have done?

When reviewing what you have done, remember, it’s important to first notice what 
you’ve done well. Then you can think about what, if any, improvements you might like  
to make.
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4.3 Some things to consider

When working through these sections, do bear in mind that it can take time to change 
the way you communicate. After all, you, your family and friends may have got into 
the habit of focusing on certain issues and talking about them in a certain way. Some 
common fears about learning new communication skills are:

•	 It will feel odd. 

•	 It will be difficult. 

•	 It will be embarrassing. 

•	 It will make the situation worse, or people will not respond in a positive way.

It may be helpful to think about the following:
It will feel odd when doing something for the first time. The only way for it not to feel 
strange is to keep doing it. Remember when you first learnt to drive or to ride a bicycle? 

•	 Practise the skills in situations where you feel comfortable e.g.
–	 with a stranger who you will never see again. 
–	 a friend or family member who is supportive. 

•	 Practise initially with a neutral topic, not something that’s touchy or a difficult subject. 
Remember – small steps! 

•	 Focus first on the skills with a more positive focus – ‘Noticing the positives’ and 
‘Active Listening’. 

•	 You cannot be responsible for the responses or actions of others. But you can feel 
more positive about how you dealt with the situation and how you communicated 
your own thoughts and wishes.

This section has talked about how communication can be strained at times and has 
briefly explained how improving communication can be helpful. Remember, don’t try to 
do too much at once. Think about what is important for you and your family, and take 
your time. It is probably best if you break up doing these different communication skills 
into different sessions.

The next section describes how important it is to notice and comment upon the positive 
things and outlines a way of doing so. While you can decide in which order you would 
like to cover these skills, it is always good to start with the positive.
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4.4 Noticing the positives

Have you noticed how sometimes the annoying or unpleasant things in life take your 
attention more easily than the things that please you? It can be easy to overlook the 
positive things that people do, or if you notice them, it can be easy to forget to say 
something. It is often the little, everyday things that get missed; for example, a son 
helping with the gardening; a daughter getting up in good time for school or work; a 
partner doing the washing up; a friend taking the time to talk over a cup of tea.

Why is it important to notice the positives?

	 How would it be helpful if you were able to notice and comment when someone 	
	 does something that pleases you? List as many advantages as you can.

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

Did you manage to list a few? There are quite a few advantages to telling people about 
the things they do that please you.

•	 It feels good – for you and the person you are talking to. 

•	 If you are feeling low or down, it may lift your mood a little. 

•	 It helps encourage people to keep trying when things are difficult. 

•	 It improves the mood in the family or amongst friends. 

•	 It creates an environment where people are more able to work together to 
solve problems.

What are you doing already?

Think about what you do already in terms of noticing the positives. When was the last 
time you noticed someone doing something that pleased you and you told them?

	 What were they doing?

	 How did you feel?

	 What did you say?

If you can’t think of an example, maybe think of a situation where you could have said 
something positive, but didn’t for some reason.
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How to... notice the positives

There are three steps to this skill:

1. Gain the person’s full attention.

2. Say exactly what they did that pleased you.

3. Tell them how you felt.

1. Gain the person’s full attention
This is important, as it can show that you mean what you’re saying. It also lets the other 
person know that it is them you are talking to. Gaining someone’s attention can be done 
in a number of ways. Choose an approach that feels comfortable for you and them.  

You could:

•	 Say their name. 

•	 Look them in the eye. 

•	 Touch their arm or hand. 

•	 Make sure you’re in the same room as them (rather than calling down the stairs!). 

•	 Get on the same level as them (e.g. sit down if they are sitting down).

2. Say exactly what they did that pleased you
Describe, as specifically as you can, what they did that pleased you. For example saying 
“You were great yesterday” may let them know that you are happy about something 
they did, but would they know exactly what you meant by that? Imagine describing it to 
someone else who wasn’t there: What did that person do or say? When did they do it?

3. Tell them how you felt
Usually a feeling can be described in one word. When telling someone how you felt, use 
words that fit with how you felt in an everyday kind of way. Take a look at the box and 
think about what words might work for you!

Chuffed 	 On cloud nine 	 Thrilled to bits
Over the moon 	 Delighted 	 Enthusiastic
Happy 	 Tickled pink 	 Appreciative
Proud 	 Grateful 	 Made up
Overjoyed 	 Pleased 	 Glad
Stoked

Practise and then review
As discussed at the start of this section, practising a new skill and checking to see how 
you’ve done can be really helpful in developing skills. It helps to notice what you’ve done 
well and what you might do to improve. Set yourself a goal:

	 I will feedback something positive by the end of the week.
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Sophie
Sophie spent some time thinking about some of the things that she was 
pleased about during the last week. After doing so, and practising by herself, 
she said to her brother, Peter, “I really appreciated you taking the dog for a 
walk on Sunday; it made me feel less stressed, as it was one less thing for 
me to think about. Thank you”

Harpreet
Harpreet was pleased to have been involved in preparing meals and said to 
her mum “Thank you for asking me to help with making dinner yesterday, it 
felt really good to get involved again”

Putting ‘noticing the positives’ into practice

It may feel strange at first. After all, it may be the first time you’ve tried doing it this way. 
Take one step at a time, keep going and check through at the end to see how you did. 
The more you do it, the more familiar it will become.

Take some time to think about the last week or so. Try to remember something 
someone did that was helpful or nice. It may be someone in your family, a friend, 
or even a stranger. Now, follow the steps as in the above examples:

1. How would you gain their attention?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

2. What did they do?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

3. How did you feel? What words would you use to describe this?
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Now practise how you would say this to the person, using the 3 steps of 
the skill. Now review:

What did you like about the way you did that?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

What steps did you use?

•	 Gain the person’s full attention. 

•	 Say exactly what they did that pleased you.

•	 Tell them how you felt.

What could you do to improve how you expressed your feelings?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

This section has explained how helpful it is to notice and comment when someone has 
done something you liked. Before going on to the next section, try practising this skill as 
much as you can. You don’t need to say something every day, but it’s always good to 
have plenty of practice at noticing the positives!

When using this skill, you find the person you are talking to doesn’t agree with you 
or finds it hard to accept the compliment. This may be more likely to happen if the 
person you are talking to is experiencing depression. When someone feels very low, it 
is difficult to see anything positive, especially if it is about them. If this is the case you 
may find you say something and they reject what you are saying. This may feel difficult 
for you as you’re trying a new skill. Try not to be put off and remember, just as you may 
need to practise noticing the positives, others may need to practise accepting them!

Use the following table to make a note of how you have got on. Before going on to the 
next skill you may want to take a break or stay at this point until you feel you’re more 
familiar with noticing the positives.
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Have there been times when you found it difficult to ask for something? It may be that 
you wanted someone to do something to help you out. Or perhaps you wanted them to 
change something about what they were doing. For example, if a friend of yours  
was always late, and you were annoyed about this, letting them know you would like 
them to be on time may lead to the situation changing. Even if it didn’t, you would have 
said something.

Why is it important to ask for what you want?

How would it help you if you were able to make requests in a firm, clear and 
positive way? List as many advantages as you can.

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

There are many advantages to making requests in a clear and constructive way: 

•	 It gives people a clear idea about what you are asking for and why.

•	 It keeps a respectful and friendly atmosphere. 

•	 It allows the person you are asking to say yes or no, while keeping things calm.

•	 It may lead to things changing.

•	 It can resolve a problem before it becomes a really big issue.

•	 It can help towards achieving goals.

•	 It is less stressful than nagging, threatening or demanding – for both you and the 
other person.

What are you doing already?

Think about the last time you wanted to ask someone for something – but didn’t.

	 What did you want?

	 How would you have felt if they had done what you asked?

	 When you asked, what would you have said?

If you were able to think of an example, keep a note of this to use later on in this section. 
If you weren’t able to, think of an example where you did ask for something – what did 
you say, what did you ask for? How did you feel? Would you change anything about the 
way you asked for something?

4.5 Asking for what you want
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How to... ‘ask for what you want’

There are three steps to asking for what you want:

1.	Gain the person’s full attention.

2. Say exactly what you would like them to do.

3. Tell them how you would feel if they did it.

1. Gain the person’s full attention
As with noticing the positives, this is important and for the same reasons. It shows 
you’re serious about what you are saying and means it is clear that you are talking to a 
particular person. 

As with noticing the positives, you could:

•	 Say their name. 

•	 Look them in the eye. 

•	 Touch their arm or hand.

•	 Be in the same room as them (rather than calling down the stairs!). 

•	 Get on the same level as them (e.g. sit down if they are sitting down).

2. Say exactly what you would like them to do
Describe what you would like the person to do. Use the words and phrases you feel 
comfortable with but try to follow these guidelines:

Use ‘I’ instead of ‘you’.

For example: “I would like it if you would put your dirty clothes in the laundry basket” 
instead of “You should put your dirty clothes in the laundry basket”

Phrase the request positively rather than negatively
Try to talk about what you would like them to do rather than what you would like to stop. 
If you were to ask someone to stop doing something, it might not be clear to them what 
you would like them to do instead. For example: “Stop leaving your shoes in the door 
way” doesn’t tell them where you would like them to leave the shoes. “I would be really 
pleased if you could put your shoes in the cupboard under the stairs” gives someone a 
clear idea about what you’d like.

Be specific
As with the above, if you can be as specific as possible, the person you are asking will 
have a clearer idea about what they are being asked to do. For example: “I’d be really 
chuffed if you could help with the garden” may feel a bit overwhelming or tiresome for 
someone who has no interest in gardening. However, “I’d be dead chuffed if you could 
mow the lawn next week” gives someone a clear idea about what you are asking for 
and when you would like it done. They may be willing to do it because it is one specific 
thing that you are asking.
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3. Tell them how you would feel if they did it
Think of one or two words that might describe how you’d feel if they were able to do 
what you were asking. As with noticing the positives, use words that feel natural and 
comfortable for you.

Practise and then review

As discussed above, this step can be really helpful in developing skills. It helps to notice 
what you’ve done well and see what you might do to improve.

Andy
Andy realised it had been a while since he spent some time with his father. 
After writing it out and going over his request several times, he found a quiet 
time in the evening to talk to his Dad about it. He put down his mobile phone, 
and put the TV on mute. He said, “Dad, I’d really appreciate it if we could go 
for a bike ride on Saturday. We haven’t done it for ages and it would make me 
feel good.”

Andrea
Andrea noticed that one thing that really irritated her, was the state the 
bathroom was in after her son, Oliver, had used the shower. Before Oliver 
started his breakfast, she sat down next to him and said, “Oliver, I would 
really like it if you could tidy the bathroom after you have used it, it would 
make me feel much happier.”

Putting ‘asking for what you want’ into practice

Practising may feel strange at first, or even a bit scary. You may be concerned about 
whether the person you are asking agrees or not. Try to focus on the skill you are 
learning (making a request) rather than the outcome. What happens as a result of your 
request doesn’t reflect whether you have done the skill well or not. Quite the opposite 
in fact! It may be that you have asked in a way that has been clear, understandable and, 
as a result easy to say no to! What’s more important is that you have been able to ask 
for what you want and have maintained a friendly atmosphere. If the person you have 
asked has said they are unable to do what you asked it may be helpful to go on to talk 
about resolving the problem using problem-solving skills (Booklet 5). 

If there is something that you find hard to ask, you might wish to talk it through first 
with a friend or sympathetic person who understands what you are trying to ask. 
Remember, as with noticing the positives, take one step at a time and keep going and 
check through at the end to see how you did. The more you do it, the more familiar it 
will become.
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Take some time to think about how things are going at the moment. Is there something 
you would like to ask a friend or family member to do? Who do you want to ask? Now, 
follow the steps as in the above examples:

1. How would you gain their attention?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                                                   

2. What do you want them to do? 

•	 Use ‘I’. 

•	 Be positive. 

•	 Be specific.

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

3. How would you feel?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

Now practise this example using the 3 steps of the skill.
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Now review

What did you like about the way you did that?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                                                   

What steps did you use?

		 Gain the person’s full attention. 

		 Say exactly what would you like them to do:

		  	 Did you use ‘I’?

		  	 Were you positive?

		  	 Were you specific? 

		 Tell them how you felt.

What could you do to improve how you made your request?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                                                   

This section has suggested a way of asking for what you want in a clear, precise way. 
Before going on to the next section, make sure you practice this skill. If possible use the 
skill at least once a week, making small requests for something that you want. You may 
find it helpful to use the following table to record your progress.
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4.6 Active listening

Being able to listen effectively is a key communication skill. The active listening 
described here involves more than just staying quiet. It is different from listening where 
you hear someone’s concerns then give an opinion or advice. Active listening means 
allowing someone to talk, drawing out the person’s point of view and checking out the 
things you don’t understand.

Why is it important to listen to what is being said?

How would it help you if you were able listen carefully to what other people are 
saying? List as many advantages as you can.

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

You may have found that listening benefits the speaker as well as the listener. This may 
be so, and is the case with all communication skills. Active listening helps:

•	 You to better understand what is happening for people. 

•	 You to know when others are happy/unhappy and the reason for this.

•	 The person speaking to feel valued. 

•	 The person speaking to let you know how they are feeling.

What are you doing already?

	 Think about the last time you listened to what someone was saying.

	 How would that person have known you were listening?

	 What were you doing?

	 What were you saying?

This is a slightly different skill to the others in that you are saying less but you still have 
to work hard. What you are doing is listening and showing the other person you are 
really focusing on what they are saying, rather than saying very much yourself.



20 © 2012

How to... listen actively

There are five steps to active listening. 

•	 Give attention to the person who is speaking. 

•	 Minimise distraction. 

•	 Use little words like ‘mm’, ‘ah ha’ or ‘okay’ to show that you have heard what is 
being said/encourage the speaker.

•	 Ask questions.

•	 Summarise what you have heard.

1. Give attention to the person who is speaking
This shows that you are taking what your relative or friend is saying seriously and that 
you value what they are saying. You could:

•	 Look towards them. 

•	 Make eye contact if you and they feel comfortable.

•	 Change your body posture so you are facing the speaker. 

•	 Touch their arm or hand. 

•	 Put down other things – a cup, magazine. Turn off the TV. Focus entirely on them and 
try to avoid being distracted by other things.

•	 Be in the same room as them (rather than calling from the room next door). 

•	 Get on the same level as them (e.g. sit down if they are sitting down).

2. Minimise distraction
Listening to what is being said will be easier if you do your best to reduce distractions. 
For example, you might: 

•	 Turn off the TV/radio or switching it to mute. 

•	 Pause the DVD. 

•	 Put your mobile phone down or on silent. 

•	 Close the door if there is noise in the room next door. 

•	 Stop what you are doing.

3. Encourage the speaker
Prompts are used to show that you have heard what is being said. It also encourages 
the speaker to carry on talking. Examples of prompts are saying ‘ok’, ‘mmm’, ‘uh-huh’,  
‘I see’ or nodding your head.

4. Ask questions to make sure you understand what they are saying
Questions will help you check out what the other person is saying and will improve 
your understanding of what is being said. They also show the other person that you are 
interested in what they are saying.
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5. Summarise what you have heard
Another way of checking your understanding is to repeat back the key points of what 
you heard. This also gives the speaker the opportunity to confirm this is what they 
wanted to get across, or to clarify any misunderstandings. If it is a long or complicated 
discussion, sometimes people find it helpful to make some notes if everyone is 
comfortable with that.

Jamie
Jamie was in the kitchen when he came home from work and wanted to 
talk about a row he had with his friend, Chris. Jamie noticed that his mother 
stopped washing the dishes and turned around to face him. While he was 
talking she nodded and said ‘’I see’’ a couple of times. At one point she 
asked him a question to check out that he was still talking about Chris and 
not someone else. At the end she said, “It sounds like you’ve had a really 
rough time. Chris accused you of saying something behind his back, which 
wasn’t true and it took a while to sort it out. But you’ve cleared the air now 
and you’re still going to football on Saturday. Have I got that right?”

Putting ‘active listening’ into practice

This may seem like a difficult skill to practice and then review, as you are saying less 
than in the other skills. If you feel comfortable sharing this with someone, it can be 
helpful to ask them to talk to you about something so you can have a practise using the 
skills. Don’t worry about the topic of conversation – it’s more about the opportunity to 
have a go!

Before you practise this skill, take some time to think about how you might show 
someone you are listening to them.

1. Give attention to the person speaking

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

2. Minimise distraction

What things do you find distracting?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   



22 © 2012

What might you do about this?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

3. Encouraging the speaker

What ‘prompts’ would you feel comfortable using?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

4. Ask questions to make sure you understand what they are saying

5. Summarise what you heard
Practice. Now review:

What did you like about the way you listened?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

What steps were you able to use?

•	 Give attention to the person who is speaking. 

•	 Minimise distraction. 

•	 Encourage the speaker. 

•	 Ask questions. 

•	 Summarise what you have heard.

What could you do to improve your listening skills?
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4.7 Expressing difficult feelings

Feelings like anger, sadness, frustration, fear and disappointment are unpleasant to 
experience. They are uncomfortable and are often associated with difficult events in 
our lives. These feelings are not wrong, or damaging, but what we do or say when we 
are experiencing them can sometimes cause problems. For example, people may avoid 
talking about something that is making them angry for fear of causing others to be 
upset or offended, or adding to their worries. 

Carers often say they are reluctant to express more difficult feelings because they 
are afraid they might cause the person they are caring for to relapse. However, 
these feelings don’t go away and if they remain unexpressed may lead to them 
being expressed in less helpful ways at a later date e.g. shouting, slamming doors, 
withdrawing from friends and family.

What difficult feelings do you experience? Write some of these below:

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

Why is it important to express difficult feelings?

How would it help you if you were able to express difficult feelings soon after they 
happened? List as many advantages as you can.

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

It’s not easy to think about difficult feelings and even harder to think about how 
expressing them might help a situation. However, there are a number of advantages to 
telling someone that you are upset or unhappy about something:

•	 Being clear and direct about how you feel about a specific situation tends to reduce 
the chances of the situation becoming more difficult in the long run. 

•	 It stops feelings building up inside and causing more stress. 

•	 It helps identify difficult situations or problems and can increase the chances of them 
being resolved.
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What are you doing already?

Think about a recent time when you felt upset or cross but found it difficult to say 
what you were feeling to the person involved.

	 What were they doing?

	 How did you feel?

	 Were you able to say anything? If so, what did you say?

It may be that you were able to find plenty of examples where you have felt something 
unpleasant and have wanted to say, or have said, something to the other person 
involved. Before going on to the next section, it may be helpful to bear in mind the 
following guidelines:

•	 Remember – small steps! It is helpful at this stage to avoid issues that may cause 
major confrontation until you feel more confident using the skill. 

•	 Try to focus on the ‘structure’ of this skill rather than the content of what you 
are saying. 

•	 Consider your timing. If you are very angry or upset it may be helpful to allow yourself 
some time to calm down before expressing your difficult feelings. It may also be wise 
to choose a moment when the person you are talking to may be more able to listen 
to what you are saying. For example, pouncing on someone when they come in after 
a hard day’s work, or when they are grumpy because they are tired and have just 
woken up, may not be the best time to bring up a more difficult subject.

How to... express difficult feelings

There are four steps to this skill: 

•	 Gain the person’s full attention. 

•	 Say exactly what they did that you found upsetting. 

•	 Tell them how you felt. Do something to try to resolve the issue e.g. 

•	 Make a request of the person, suggest having a problem-solving discussion about 
the issue (Booklet 5).

1. Gain the person’s full attention
As with the other skills, this is key in letting the other person know that it is them you are 
talking to. It may also help them focus on what you are saying.

	 What could you do to get their full attention? List these overleaf.

	 For ideas, look at the previous skills of noticing the positives and making 
requests.
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2. Say exactly what they did that upset you

Be specific
When describing what it is that that you disliked, imagine describing it to someone 
else who wasn’t there: What did that person do or say? When did they do it? 
Describe exactly what they did that upset you. Name a particular behaviour that 
concerns you, rather than being very general. So for example, rather than saying 
“You’re so inconsiderate”, which is a general statement about a person, saying “I am 
cross because you are playing your music too loud” may reduce the chances of the 
discussion becoming personal.

ONE issue at a time
Try to avoid listing a series of flaws or issues and stick to describing and resolving one 
issue at a time.

Use ‘I’ instead of ‘You’
As with previous skills, use ‘I’ instead of ‘You’. For example, saying “You made me 
angry because you were late for dinner” is likely to make the person feel attacked 
and lead to them feeling defensive and/or angry. You could say something like “I was 
angry and disappointed because I understood you would be home for dinner, and had 
been looking forward to us eating and chatting”. This shows that you are ‘owning’ your 
feeling, but being clear about the behaviour that has led to you feeling that way.

3. Tell them how you felt
As with positive or pleasant feelings, difficult feelings can be described in one word for 
example: annoyed, cross, angry, disappointed, frustrated, frightened, worried. When 
telling someone how you felt, use the language you feel most comfortable with.

4. Do something to try to resolve the issue
Sometimes it may be sufficient to just say what is concerning you, but often it is helpful 
to suggest alternatives. You may want to make a request of your friend or relative, so 
that things could be different next time around. Suggesting you meet up to problem-
solve the situation may also be helpful (see Booklet 5).

Practise and then review

The next step is to practise this skill. As discussed earlier in this booklet, it may be 
helpful to focus on minor irritations rather than big issues to begin with. Once you’ve 
had a try, think about what you’ve done well by checking what you’ve done against the 
steps. Then consider any areas that you might want to improve upon.



27© 2012

Matthew
Matthew easily identified something that bothered him. He found it  
difficult when his partner, Katie was late in from work. Rather than address 
it one evening when Katie had been late, he waited until he’d calmed down. 
That weekend he said “I get really frustrated when you come home late. In 
future, if you’re going to be late, I would feel much better if you phoned to let 
me know.”

Nora
Nora had noticed that her daughter, Mary, was taking less care of herself. 
She told Mary, “I’m really concerned about how you don’t seem to be using 
the shower as much as you normally do. It bothers me and I would feel much 
better if you were to have a shower every day like you used to do.”

Putting ‘expressing difficult feelings’ into practice

Take some time to think about the last few days. Try to remember a time when you were 
upset or annoyed by something that someone had done. It may be someone in your 
family, a friend, or even a stranger. Now, follow the steps as in the above examples:

1. How would you gain their attention?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

2. What did they do?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

3. How did you feel? What words would you use to describe this?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

4. How do you want things to be different?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

Practise. Now review:
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Now practice how you would express that difficult feeling, using the 4 
steps of the skill. Now review.

What did you like about the way you did that?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

What steps did you use?

		 Gained the person’s full attention. 

		 Said exactly what they did that upset you. 

		 Told them how you felt. 

		 Did something to try to resolve the issue that led you to having these feelings.

What could you do to improve how you expressed your feelings?

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                   

This booklet has outlined a way of expressing difficult feelings in a clear, direct manner. 
Before going on to the next section, try practising expressing difficult feelings whenever 
you get the opportunity. Use the table on the next page to keep a note on how you are 
doing – this may help in reminding you just how well you have been doing.
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Coping with mental health problems can be difficult both for the person experiencing 
them and for those they are close to. At times, your relative or friend may be very unwell, 
or you may be going through a difficult time, finding it all too much and too painful 
to talk or to have lengthy discussions. This is natural, and you will get through these 
difficult times. Given what this booklet has been about, you may just need to give some 
time to thinking about when you raise certain issues. Timing is important – if someone is 
very upset or low, it’s not the time to point out very difficult things to them. 

Similarly, if someone is wound up or even aggressive, it is not the best time to raise 
issues – it is probably best to wait for a calmer time. Another important factor is that 
some people who experience mental health problems can have experiences which 
interfere with communication. Examples are being exhausted through lack of sleep, 
feeling anxious about the future, embarrassed about some of their actions, hearing 
voices saying unpleasant things to them, or believing that people may be trying to harm 
them. It is important to be aware of these and sensitive to them.

Ask yourself:

	 Do I need to talk about this right now?

	 Is this a good time for me to raise this issue?

	 What is the other person feeling just now?

Remember, there is always another day, and it’s probably better to wait for a time when 
the other person is more receptive, and when you feel that it is also a good time for 
you. Other common issues can be that the other person doesn’t want to engage in 
discussions or conversation. Once again, remember that as with learning anything new, 
all of this takes time. Be patient and persevere. The same applies if you get a negative 
reaction initially. It may be new for the person and they need time to think about it and 
take it in. 

There may be other strategies that might be helpful, e.g. the person may not do 
something for you but may be willing to if they realise the impact it has on others.
If you find talking with professionals difficult, you don’t have to do it alone – bring 
someone with you, and have things written down. In that way, if you get upset or lose 
your train of thought, the person you have brought with you for support can prompt you 
or ask things on your behalf.

4.8 Communicating when someone is 
unwell or stressed
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The aim of this booklet has been to give you some tools to help you think about 
how best to communicate with those around you – friends, family members and 
professionals. This booklet has described four specific communication skills. When 
used together, these skills may reduce stress in your family and social life, and make it 
easier to solve problems and work towards your goals.

It can feel odd when saying or doing things differently, but persevere. After a while you 
will become more familiar with the steps and, as a result, you may find you have more 
confidence in your communication skills. When you do, you may feel more able to talk 
with the professionals involved in the care and treatment of your relative or friend. It 
might be that you want to tell a support worker that you really appreciated the time they 
spent with your relative. Or you might want to ask the receptionist to let you know if 
the clinic is running late. You might want to ask a member of the care team to organise 
a Carer’s Assessment for you, or feel confident in asking the Psychiatrist for more 
information. You may be able to challenge staff in an assertive manner when they say 
they can’t share information with you because of confidentiality issues as discussed in 
Booklet 3. Developing effective communication skills can be helpful in a variety of ways 
across a variety of settings. You have now completed the communication booklet of 
the workbook. It may be that you have covered all the topics you felt that you needed 
to look at. If so, keep practising the skills and come back to it whenever you need a 
refresher. However, having done this booklet it may be that you would like to explore 
other parts of the workbook.

4.9 Summary

4.10 Key learning points

•	 Mental health problems can put a strain on communication and make it hard to say 
the things we want to. 

•	 It is easy to focus on negative things or on what’s not going well and to pay less 
attention to the good things or to what is going well. We can all get into patterns that 
we know are not helpful but are difficult to change. 

•	 The good news is that it is possible to learn ways of communicating in a positive way.

•	 The main skills that are helpful to use are being able to listen attentively, ask for 
things you want, comment when people do things that you like or appreciate, and 
being able to express difficult feelings in a way that is not damaging and that still 
values the person. 

•	 Changing ways of communicating that have become stuck or unhelpful takes time, 
but can be done with practice, so be patient.

•	 The communication skills you learn in this booklet can be very useful in your contacts 
with professionals as well as in your family and with friends.



32 © 2012

Thank you to. . .

Producing a resource such as this relies on the support and contribution of a wide 
range of people. We consulted widely at the various stages of the development of the 
material in terms of content, layout and presentation, and would like to thank all of those 
who gave so generously of their time and ideas.

In terms of initial discussions on content, Thurstine Bassett, Alison Faulkner, Michele 
Gladden, Becky Heelis, Peter Woodhams and Aiesha Wright were particularly helpful. 
Martin Atchison and Chris Mansell kindly provided materials for some of the case 
examples and exercises. Thanks also to Claudia Benzies and the ‘COOL’ group of 
carers for allowing us to share some of their material on recovery.

One of the biggest tasks was reading through the earlier versions of the different 
sections which was a really time-consuming activity. We wanted to ensure that the 
material is meaningful, helpful and presented in a way that is easily accessible to carers 
and family members, so we enlisted the help of family members recruited through 
Rethink Mental Illness and the Meriden Family Programme. We are so grateful to 
those helped with this task – June Cooley, George Gladden, Michele Gladden, Edward 
Haslam, Christine Lewis, Philippa Lewis, Philippa Lowe, Maggie Morgans, Jeanette 
Partridge and Peter Woodhams. A number of other carers who equally spent hours 
reading through drafts and providing feedback did not wish to be named in person, so 
our heartfelt thanks to those ‘anonymous’ family members for all their time, commitment 
and valuable comments.

Special thanks to Peter Woodhams for his help in preparing the final version of the 
booklet ‘Being a Carer’, to Paula Conneely for help with the final versions of the sections 
on Relapse Management, Communication Skills and Problem-Solving, and to Sam 
Farooq for all her attention to detail in proof-reading the material, and all the other 
administrative tasks such as liaising with family members and the design and printing 
team. Finally thanks to Mark Teagles from White Halo Design for design and layout, and 
for his patience and flexibility in producing the finished product.
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