A rough guide to protecting body shape…

Over the past few years postural care has become a bit of a hot topic – but what’s it all about?  Postural care is all about protecting body shape and avoiding secondary complications for individuals who have movement difficulties.  When working in partnership with families and personal assistants (PAs) we must ensure that we are all on a level playing field.  We need to acknowledge that unless we are there at 3 in the morning our role is limited and that families and PAs are the ones who will be doing the work.  The bottom line is that without good working relationships and adequate investment the chances of protecting body shape are very slim indeed.  A failure to invest in families and PAs does not make humanitarian or economic sense as surgery, specialised equipment, aids and adaptations are very expensive.  We must also question the assumption that changes in body shape are inevitable and raise our expectations for individuals with complex and continuing healthcare needs. 
There are some simple steps that we can take to ensure that our relationships get off to the best possible start…

In the beginning…
Supporting families to understand how body shape can change if an individual is left in a destructive position, particularly at night, is essential.  It can be very hard for families of young children who may see this as just one more thing on their plate.  Parents of older individuals may feel tremendous guilt and anger that they could have prevented a situation from developing if they had been given different information.  Neither of these situations provide anyone with an excuse not to inform families of potential dangers to their children.  Imagine taking your child to the dentist to find that their teeth were rotten, when you ask why you hadn’t been given the information you needed to prevent this you are told that she didn’t want to burden, frighten, worry or annoy you – would you be happy?  It is also important that from the very beginning families have a sense of ownership, the term postural management belongs to services, postural care belongs to families.
Do
· Take responsibility.  If you work in Early Years this is your job.  If you work in Children’s Services this is your job.  If you work in Adult Services this is your job.  If you work in Older Peoples Services guess what?
· Present information sensitively, in the right room, at a convenient time, with the right people, invited by the person and their family and at the very least a cup of tea

· Make sure that the information being given is accurate

· Ensure that training comes as part of an ongoing pathway of care

· Present information in a variety of ways – models, diagrams, pictures, photographs, experiential activities and group discussions all work well

· Make sure that you avoid jargon and medical terminology – it’s not big and it’s not clever

OK, we now have everyone on board.  Time to start making plans… but whose plans?  Who is taking this on?  Who needs to be in charge?  I’m sure you know where I’m going with this but just in case, these plans belong to the individual and those who provide their care day in day out.  When being supported to make a plan this has to be understood by everyone.  The concept of compliance and non-compliance can be thrown out of the window – about time too.  
We need to think about the equipment that best suits the individual’s need and the carer’s situation.  We need to think about how to gently and respectfully introduce changes in routine and position.  We need to think about long term risk and benefit and how to ensure that the person is safe.  We need to let everyone know what’s happening and why.  Some people may feel strongly opposed to changes or using certain equipment, we need to listen and talk through what that may mean for the future of the individual they care for.  We also have to know whether what we are doing is effective – without measuring body symmetry how do you know?
Do

· Work with families and PAs to develop their own plans

· LISTEN to fears and concerns and work together to understand both points of view

· Don’t discredit people’s efforts with the use of offensive terms such as non-compliance, it does nothing to further your relationships

· Use measurement of body symmetry to work out what’s going on – a bit like weighing yourself when you are on a diet

In an ideal world we have now supported families to understand why protection of body shape is important.  They have the right equipment in place and are implementing their own plan, is this the end of our journey?  No, of course not, it is only the beginning.  People need ongoing support, encouragement and advice.  Many families that I have worked with also like to have ongoing measures of body symmetry taken in order to ensure that they are still on the right track and that what they are doing is enough.  Contact by text message, telephone and email is often enough to let people know that you are still there without intruding too much.  
Do

· Make services accountable through the use of measurement of body symmetry – if they don’t do it find out why not!
· Be aware of other successful self management models and learn from them

· Be aware that to leave an individual inadequately supported leaves them exposed to an obvious risk that can be guarded against, something that should not be allowed (Bolitho Vs City and Hackney Health Authority)
For further information check out www.posturalcareskills.com or come along to a free conference sponsored by Valuing People Support Team on 24th May 2007, further details from Annagoldsmith@posturalcareskills.com 

For a copy of ‘I Got Life – A Person Led Postural Care Pathway’ go to www.nelh.nhs.uk and click on the ‘Pathways and Protocols’ page or contact me directly for a copy at Sarahhill@posturalcareskills.com 
To find out more or get in touch with other people that are interested in this subject join the free UK Postural Care Network by emailing your name, role and location to Network@posturalcareskills.com 
