Communication Skills and the Leader Applicant

One of the main goals of a La Leche League Leader is to provide mothers with information that will offer options for their situations and questions.  These mothers will then become empowered to make the choices that work for them and their babies.  As a Leader Applicant, you may focus on learning about the many different aspects of breastfeeding, lactation, childbirth, nutrition, and parenting so that when a mother calls you with questions, you’ll have some suggestions for her to try and to think about.  Don’t worry--any Leader will tell you that she doesn’t know it all.  That’s why you’ll have several references, such as books, LLL Web sites, other Leaders, and the Professional Liaison Department, which you can consult.

Providing information is only part of the picture.  How we say something is just as important as what we say.  It’s not for us to tell a mother what to do or to advise her to take certain steps, but rather to help her work through the problem with the information we give her so that she and her baby do what is right for them.  Delivering this information can be done without sounding overpowering or overwhelming.  The LLL Communication Skills Department provides resources to assist in enhancing your skills.  There are specific techniques, described below, that can help you convey information effectively.

What Is the Communication Skills Department?
The Communication Skills Department (CSD) offers enrichment sessions that teach skills for listening with empathy, asking the right questions, and giving information, which help us form trusting relationships.  These sessions are a fun way to learn and practice the many aspects of communicating effectively with others.  When you attend a session, be prepared to laugh a lot!  In addition, we also have sessions about talking with our children, holding interactive meetings, and even working through difficult situations and conflict.  Because these sessions are designed to help you become a more effective Leader, most are free to Leaders and Leader Applicants.  Your Area may ask for a small fee to offset the cost of materials.  Communication Skills Instructors (CSIs) are Leaders who have gone through an intensive training and are able to demonstrate the various skills and guide participants through practice situations using these skills.  We highly recommend that you attend a session if one is available.  Check with your sponsoring Leader or LAD representative for contact information if you would like to help the CSI set up a workshop.  If Communication Skills sessions are not available where you live, you might read People Skills, by Robert Bolton–the reference used in developing those sessions.  That book can be helpful background before attending sessions, too.
What Are the Most Important Skills I Need?

Because there may not be a CSI in your Area, below are some skills for you to think about and practice on your own.  (These are not intended to replace actual Communication Skills Enrichment sessions.)  

Body Language is one of the first skills learned in sessions.  Looking at how a person is sitting or standing can tell you a lot, as can the position of her arms, head, legs, feet, and especially her facial expression.  Consider a person sitting back, arms and legs crossed, and head turned with no eye contact.  Now, picture one who is in a more relaxed position, perhaps leaning slightly forward and with eyes looking right at the speaker.  Which one would appear to be listening with more of an open mind?  The second, of course.  This person might be more accepting or thoughtful about whatever is being said.  It may be helpful to stop talking and listen empathetically to the first person before trying to tell her anything more.  As a Leader, you should also be aware of what your own body language is communicating to others.  This is called “attending behavior.”

You might be thinking, “How can I pay attention to body language when we’re talking on the phone?”  You can’t; but hearing the different inflections in a mother’s voice may give you clues as to what she is trying to say.  For instance, if she is crying, you will know that she may be in pain or fearful.  You could respond with something like, “I can hear in your voice that you are in a lot of pain.”  She will then trust that you are listening to her.  If you smile while you are talking, even though the mother cannot see you, your smile will be communicated in your voice inflection.

Silence is another skill that can be powerful.  By listening quietly with a clear mind, one can concentrate and absorb what is going on.  Our modern-day world has taught us to do many things at once, but it is difficult to multi-task while listening without losing the meaning or impact of a message.  Clatter of dishes or clicking of a keyboard while talking can unintentionally tell the mother that the Leader is not really listening, because her body is doing something else.  Attentive listening requires us to try to put everything else out of our thoughts and pay close attention to the other person.  This skill also asks us to delay the formation of our responses until the other person’s message has been completely delivered to us.  In other words, fully listen to what is being said before offering information.  

Empathy:  When we are listening to a mother tell us her concerns, we may be tempted to jump in with lots of solutions and solve her problems.  She may want us to tell her what to do, but what if our solution doesn’t work?  How will that reflect on us?  We may then appear to be incompetent because we gave her “bad” advice.  In addition, our goal is to empower the mother to find her own solutions, and we rob her of that opportunity by telling her what to do.

In order to establish rapport or a connection with the mother, it is essential that we listen to her with empathy.  Empathy is the ability to put ourselves in another’s shoes, attempting to understand what she is feeling.  Many times a mother will think of some solutions to her problems as she is talking.  What she is seeking is validation of her feelings.  Responding with empathy lets us do this.  An example of this is when a mother tells you that her nipples are sore, and you respond with a simple “Ouch!” or “You are feeling a lot of pain and are hesitant to let your baby feed on the sore side.”  This tells her that you listened and heard and understand her pain.  During the time you are talking with this mother, you may sprinkle your conversation with empathy several times.  

Open-ended questions that require more than a “yes” or “no” response help you learn more about the mother’s situation.  For example, asking a mother if her baby has urinated in the past 24 hours may not give you all of the information you need.  “Tell me about your baby’s output in the past day or so and what his urine and stool looked and smelled like” will provide more specifics.  “What makes you think that your baby isn’t getting enough?”  Her answers will give you more insight as to what their situation is really about.  

Offer information:  Once you have empathized with a mother and gained information to give you an idea of her key concerns, then you can offer information.  “Let me offer some suggestions that may help you and your baby.”  Give her three or four ideas that she could try.  Remember, we are hoping to empower her to make her own decisions for her and her baby.  Before ending your conversation, review the information with her in a summary statement.  An example of this might be, “The information we discussed included changing positions for each feeding, turning your baby in more to face you, waiting until his mouth is wide open, and bringing him deeply onto the breast, not just the nipple.  We talked about leaving a drop or two of breast milk on the sore nipple, applying an ointment such as lanolin on the nipple after feeding, or holding a warm, moist regular tea bag in place in your bra with a nursing pad.”  This will help to remind her of what was said during your conversation and bring it to a close.  You can also ask whether any of the ideas sound worth trying, and what her plan is for the next few days.  It is up to you if you want to offer to call her back to see how she is doing or encourage her to make the next call if she needs further help.

Confidentiality

It is important to keep private any personal information that a mother shares with you.  This means keeping confidential names, family details, and any other information that does not pertain to the breastfeeding situation. Leaders maintain confidentiality when consulting with another Leader, talking about others’ breastfeeding experiences at a Series Meeting, or describing a helping situation at a Leader workshop or in an article for a Leader publication.  Leaders should not post mothers’ stories on online chat lists.

Avoid “Mixing Causes”

In the course of promoting breastfeeding as a representative of La Leche League, Leaders are expected to guard carefully against promoting any other cause, however worthy that cause might be.  This means not offering opinions on politics, religion, health care professionals or hospitals, and not selling anything for personal gain.  When a participant at a meeting brings up a topic that has nothing to do with LLL objectives, it is helpful to redirect discussion with a statement such as:
“As an organization, LLLI is neither for nor against any other cause.  Our goal is solely to offer information and support to women who want to breastfeed their babies.  During the meeting, our focus is breastfeeding and mothering through breastfeeding.  Outside the Series Meeting would be a better time to talk about your deep concerns on this matter.”
Tips for Communicating with Co-Leaders

You have no doubt already been communicating with the Leaders in the Group as they have seen potential in you to represent La Leche League as a Leader.  Asking for their input shows that you respect their experiences and opinions.  You don’t necessarily have to agree with them, but you can get to know someone better by finding out how she thinks or feels--and she will respect you for asking.  Making the effort to keep in touch with the Leaders in your Group and keeping them informed of where you are in your leadership preparation is important.  They can be some of your best resources.  Most Leaders will appreciate a note, phone call, or email to let them know how you are doing. 
We don’t always agree with others and their viewpoints.  Even among La Leche League Leaders, there may be differing opinions on how things should be done or who should do a certain task.  When opinions clash, there are ways to confront them and work to an amicable conclusion.  

As mentioned above, empathy is a powerful tool that begins to establish rapport because it helps us to look at a problem from another view.  Empathetic responses are almost always appropriate when responding to emotions and feelings. 

Dealing with a problem:  Figuring out who “owns” the problem can be relatively simple.  Who is bothered by the problem?  She is the owner of the problem and should be working out solutions to it.  Others who are affected by the problem can also help to find resolution.  
Let’s say that the Group has received a $500 donation.  One Leader wants to use the funds to attend an Area Conference.  Another Leader wants to buy more library books and a copy of Breastfeeding Answers Made Simple for each Group Leader.  The third Leader would like to assemble discharge information packets about breastfeeding and La Leche League to be given to new mothers at the local hospital.  In this case, all of the Leaders in the Group “own” the problem because the result will affect each of them.  Now it is time for brainstorming.  Each Leader and Leader Applicant should offer as many ideas as she can think of that the money could be used for.  No idea is off limits.  One person in the Group should be the note-taker and keep a list of all of the ideas.  Once the list is complete, each idea can be discussed for its merits.  This will most likely reduce the number of desirable solutions to two or three.  The pros and cons for each can be discussed, and a solution will be reached.  Then, a plan can be made which includes who will do what, and by when.  Finally, set a date to re-connect and assess how it worked, and whether further actions are needed.  (That is the last step in problem-solving, and the one most often forgotten!)

Keep in mind that not every problem can be solved in one meeting, and sometimes problems can’t be solved at all.  A CSI sometimes serves as a mediator when a serious problem arises that requires unbiased help.  Fortunately, these situations don’t occur often, but it is comforting to know that support is available if needed.

Communication Skills and Current Technology

Much communication now involves using computers, cell phones, and other devices.  How does this differ from in-person or phone helping?  Because there is a lack of human contact when using electronic devices, it is critical that your message comes across as caring and courteous.  Some basic rules include:
· Begin your email with a greeting, such as “Dear Lucy.”

· Be respectful.  Read the mother’s message and respond with empathy as if you were in the same room.  Begin by identifying her emotions and re-stating her questions and concerns.  Be sure that your response to her is simple and easy to understand.

· Be aware of how your email looks, including your choice of fonts (different types of lettering), size of your letters, any use of colors (some may not be very readable), or the use of capital letters (which can be perceived as shouting).

· Using an occasional “emoticon” can sometimes help to add humor or portray an emotion.  Two examples of this are the smiley face :-) and the sad face :-(.   Be careful, though, since overuse can make your message appear silly, and the mother may not take you seriously.  

· Depending on her concerns, you may want to refer her to a particular Web site, book or article.  Be sure that these resources have current and reliable information.  Copying articles or even part of an article may be an infringement on copyright laws.  In this case, it would be better to provide information as to where she can find the article and read it for herself.  
· Spell-check is a great tool, but don’t forget to proofread as well.  Many common errors slip through even the best automated spell-check.

· Many LLL Leaders find it helpful to write a reply, save it, and go back to review later before sending it, especially if they need time to think about how to phrase a suggestion to a mother or to find information from their many resources, including other Leaders. 
· End your email with a “thank you,” your contact information, and an invitation to local meetings.  Some mothers who find LLL online don’t realize that there are person-to-person opportunities available as well.

· If an email from a mother lands in your in-box when you’re overwhelmed or ill, ask another LLL Leader if she can answer it for you (and expect to do the same for her at another time).  Let the mother know that you received her email and that someone else will respond.
Here’s a sample approach to responding to a mother via email:

Mother:  My son is three weeks old and doesn’t seem to be satisfied.  He has been wanting to breastfeed a lot since yesterday.  His weight at birth was 7 lbs. 12 oz. and when we took him to the doctor at two weeks, he weighed 7 lbs. 15 oz.  We’ve been nursing from day one without the sore nipples or breasts that I’ve heard about.  He’s also wetting a lot of diapers, but hasn’t had a bowel movement in over 24 hours.  I think he’s constipated.  Should I give him supplemental bottles?  Do you think I’ve lost my milk?

Leader response:  Thanks for contacting me, and congratulations on your new baby!  You are worried that your milk supply has diminished because your son is nursing more than usual, and you are concerned that he hasn’t had a dirty diaper for over a day.  It’s wonderful to hear that he has already regained his lost weight and has added a few ounces, too!  This tells us that you’ve had a great supply and that he has been getting enough breast milk.  Your worry over frequent nursing is a very common one at this age.  Babies typically go through growth spurts or feeding frenzies at regular intervals.  He has already had a couple of these spurts that you might not have noticed because of adjusting to having a new baby in the house.  During these times, babies instinctively eat more in order to increase the milk supply that they need to grow.  It’s best to let your baby feed whenever he needs to.  Usually, growth spurts last a day or two or maybe three, then the baby resumes his usual pattern and is able to last longer between feedings.  Your baby will experience this again around six weeks, three months, and six months of age.  Don’t worry, it’s normal!  

During growth spurts, it’s also common for a baby to have an increase in the number of wet diapers and a decrease or no stools.  He uses the solids in his mother’s milk to grow, so there’s not much left to "poop" into diapers.  As long as he isn’t crying in pain, doesn’t have a hard or tender belly, and is feeding without difficulty, a regular pattern will resume once the growth spurt is over. 

I’m so glad you contacted me and hope this information is helpful.  It sounds as if you are doing a wonderful job!  My phone number is 555-555-5555.  Feel free to call me if you’d like to talk.  We also have a La Leche League meeting coming up on Thursday night at 7:00 p.m. at Jane’s home.  We’d love for you and your baby to join us and meet other mothers who might have concerns like yours.  Her address is 100 Easy Street, Anytown.  Hope to see you there :-)


Warmllly,


Lucy Leader

Netiquette and Other Caveats for Online Communications

· Avoid forwarding without permission.
· Be mindful of the lasting nature of electronic communications and ability of anything sent to be shared with a broad audience and even unintended recipients.  Always assume that you are speaking to the world.

· Although email and texting may seem informal, remember to take the time to put on your “Leader Hat” before responding.
· Avoid identifying yourself as an LLL Leader Applicant on chat lists.  Only accredited Leaders can represent LLL, and mothers might not understand the difference between “Leader” and “Leader Applicant.”  

· Be mindful that in the absence of visual cues and voice inflection, one needs to guard against misunderstandings that words alone might convey.   It is easy to mis-communicate in email, and what we write may not be what someone reads.  Take time to spell things out more completely and avoid using sarcasm. 
· When emailing with other Leaders, remember to use the same courtesy and thoughtfulness that you use with mothers.
Hark, New Leader!
Once you have completed leadership preparation and signed the Leader’s Statement of Commitment, an announcement will be sent to your Area from your LAD representative, sharing the good news of your accreditation.  You will then be able to lead meetings, answer mothers’ phone calls, and call yourself a La Leche League Leader.  As a new Leader, you may be nervous.  Every Leader had to be a new Leader at some point and will understand how you feel.  By using effective communication skills, you will be able to respond empathetically, build rapport, offer information, and provide support to the mothers and babies you work with.  
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