
Heritage Program Earns High Patient Satisfaction Score,  
Aims to Address Rural Mental Health Needs
The Heritage Program for Seniors 
at Valley County Health System 
(VCHS) earned a 97 percent 
overall patient satisfaction score 
during the most recent quarter, 
highlighting the organization’s 
continued efforts to address 
mental health conditions of older 
adults in central Nebraska. 

As an individualized, outpatient  
behavioral health program for 
ages 55-plus, the Heritage  
Program offers confidential  
counseling services for patients. 
Common mental health issues 
include conditions such as  
anxiety and depression. The  
program satisfaction scores were 
taken from quarterly (April – June 
2017) patient discharge surveys, 
which include questions ranging 
from understanding treatment 
plans to perceived progress.

“Our focus is to help, and  
empower, our patients to get well 
– to restore optimal mental and 
emotional health. The strong  
patient satisfaction score reflects 
our continued success in creating 
a welcoming and comfortable  
therapeutic environment that  
enables them to do just that,” 
Heritage Program Therapist Riley 
Smith, PLCSW, PLMHP, said.  
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Nationwide, according to the  
American Psychological  
Association, rural areas often lack 
in accessibility and availability of 
mental health services compared 
to urban areas, despite having 
equal – if not greater –  
prevalence of mental illness.

“By offering geriatric mental 
health services through the  
Heritage Program, VCHS once 
again demonstrates leadership in 
rural healthcare and commitment 
to our patients’ overall health,” 
Smith said. 

Providers or any individual may  
refer themselves or someone to 
Heritage. Staff meet with the  
referred individual to discuss  
program details and admissions.

“After trying to deal with grief, 
anger and isolation issues on my 
own, I returned to the Heritage 
Program to get better,” a recent 
Heritage Program patient said. 
“There is nothing to be afraid of in 
asking for help. Focus on getting 
yourself well. I can’t say enough 
good things about the Heritage 
Program in helping me manage 
and get better.” 
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This year, the Heritage Program 
for Seniors welcomed the 
addition of Patricia “Trish” Lenz, 
APRN, to its staff. 

As a board-certified family  
psychiatric mental health nurse 
practitioner. Trish performs 
diagnostic evaluations,  
psychiatric diagnosis, medication 
management, and patient  
consultations. She is employed at 
Fillmore County Hospital in  
Geneva, Neb., providing care 
to clinic patients, the Behavioral 
Health Inpatient Unit, and  
several nursing home residents in 

Trish Lenz, APRN, Joins Heritage Program Staff 
the Geneva area. Trish also  
provides telehealth services to 
hospital and nursing home  
facilities in Nebraska. 

She earned her master’s degree 
in psychiatry from the University of 
Nebraska Medical Center. Trish is 
a member the American  
Psychiatric Nurses Association 
and Nebraska Nurse Practitioners. 

Psychiatrists Kavir Saxena, MD, 
and Sriram Ramaswamy, MD, also 
work with Trish and the Heritage  
therapists and techs to provide 
care to patients. Trish Lenz, APRN

Say What? Conversation Strategies with Older Adults
It can be difficult to discuss  
issues that involve life changes. 
Family members may have  
concerns regarding the health 
and safety of an older relative, 
which the older relative does not 
share. Be aware of the possible 
reaction to the role reversal – 
taking care of someone who has 
always taken care of you.  
Respect and honor your loved 
one’s dignity in all conversations. 

Modify Your Style
Think about the purpose of the 
conversation. Do you want to go 
over a schedule? Talk about a big 
social or financial issue? The topic 
will affect how you approach the 
conversation. 
 
Be upfront about purpose. Let 
your relative know the purpose 
of the conversation. Being direct 
helps relay its importance.

Consider your relationship with 
your relative. Have you always 
been close? Are you able to talk 
easily? If not, you might ask  

another family member or friend 
to join you to help break the ice. 

Talking With an Older Relative
Listen to your relative at least as 
much as you talk. Remember 
that conversation is two ways. 

Be positive. Try to make  
constructive suggestions instead 
of negative statements. 

Treat your relative with respect. 
Speak to him or her in a tone of 
voice that shows how much you 
respect and care.  

Remember that your relative still 
needs to make decisions about 
his or her own life. Maintaining 
someone’s sense of dignity and  
independence may be as  
important as having the groceries 
delivered or making sure he or 
she has the right care.  

Be patient. Allow enough time for 
your relative to complete his or 
her thoughts without interruption. 

Try to set aside a quiet time and 
place to talk. If possible, try to talk 
during the time of day when your 
relative is feeling best. 

Be honest. A close relative will 
probably be able to tell when 
you’re holding something back 
and might start to worry.

Occasionally repeat what you 
think you heard your relative say. 
This will show that you’ve been 
listening and will help you make 
sure you’ve understood. 

Remember that part of feeling 
secure is feeling needed.  
Sometimes it can help to talk 
about your feelings and let your 
relative offer you some comfort. 

If your relative is feeling afraid, 
don’t minimize the fears. Let your 
relative know you understand the 
feeling and want to help. 

Avoid arguing. Try to talk about 
differences without criticizing. 
(Continued on page 3)

2



3

Trish Lenz, APRN, Joins Heritage Program Staff 

Say What? Conversation Strategies with Older Adults

(Continued from page 2)
If you’re really having problems 
discussing something, slow down. 
Leave it for another day when 
you aren’t angry or upset. 

Remember to think about your 
facial expression while speaking. 
Does it match your words? When 
you’re trying to sound reassuring, 
do you look worried? 
 
Don’t hesitate to touch your  
relative. Touching can have a 
soothing effect—as long as both 
of you are comfortable with it. 

Try not to appear rushed.  
Let your relative know you have 
enough time for conversation. 

Show you’re paying attention. 
Nod, look in your relative’s eyes, 
or say things that show you  
understand his or her words. 

If Your Relative Doesn’t Seem 
to Understand You
Speak as you would to any other 
responsible adult. Try not to sound 
demeaning or patronizing. 

Don’t shut your relative out of all 
conversations. Include your  
relative in a conversation, and 
ask other people to do the same. 

Sit next to your relative, and look 
at him or her. Sitting across from 
your relative may be threatening. 

Let your relative reminisce.  
It’s okay to occasionally allow the 
pleasure of recalling the past.

If Your Relative has Trouble 
Seeing, Hearing, or Speaking
If your relative can’t see well, 
tone of voice is important. When 
speaking, stand or sit directly in 
your relative’s line of sight. 

If your relative has hearing issues 
speak in a clear, loud, low-
pitched voice. Use short  
sentences, and speak without 
eating, drinking, or covering your 
mouth. If you need to repeat, 
rephrase the sentence.

If your relative has trouble  
speaking, be patient.   
Know how frustrating the difficulty 
can be for him or her. Don’t finish 
sentences for him or her. Instead, 
speak slowly and clearly.

When You Need a Family  
Meeting
Try to include your older relative. 
If this does not occur at the first 
meeting, then try to include him 
or her at the next one. 

Think of your family in broad 
terms. Include anyone who cares 
about or feels responsible for your 
relative.

Begin the meeting by talking 
about the specific concerns. 
It might be deciding if your 
relative needs some household 
help, discussing a hospitalization 
or health concern, or moving to a 
nursing home. 

Set your priorities. Decide what 
you need to talk about right 
away. 

Focus on the present. Keep in 
mind that you’ve called the 
meeting for a specific purpose, 
and, if necessary, remind people.

Make sure everyone at the  
meeting has a chance to talk 
about ideas and solutions. Be 
honest about what each person 
in the family can or can’t do. Talk 
openly about what everyone can 
reasonably offer.  

Agree that one person will be the 
family contact with the doctors 
and others who provide care. 

Write down any plans you’ve 
agreed to, and set some limits. 

Set up a date to meet again. Pick 
a time when you will talk together 
about how successful your plans 
have been and what else you 
may need to do. 

Listen to your relative’s wishes. 
Let your relative know that the 
family is involved because 
everybody cares and wants to 
work together to carry out those 
wishes and plans in the best way.

Talking on the Telephone
Make a list of the things you want 
to discuss before you call. List 
them in the order you want to talk 
about them. 

Be realistic in your expectations. 
Plan to cover just one or two 
things in each telephone 
conversation. 

Speak calmly and clearly.  
Lowering the pitch of your voice 
can often make you sound  
calmer (and can make it easier 
for someone with hearing loss to 
understand you). 

Make sure you understand what’s 
really being said. Don’t assume 
things or read into your relative’s 
words. Words can take on a  
different meaning over the phone 
when there’s no body language 
to help you understand. 

Say What? Conversation Strategies with Older Adults

Adapted from 
Workplace Options. (Reviewed 2014). 
Conversation strategies to use when 
talking with older adults. Raleigh, NC.
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110 S. 26th Street
Ord, NE 68862

Heritage Program for Seniors

Our Philosophy
To provide quality care that stresses the importance 
of dignity, respect, confidentiality, and helping the 
individual achieve an optimal level of function.

Core Values
Integrity
Compassion
Ownership
Respect
Trust

Treatment Goals
• To restore optimum mental and physical health.
• To alleviate symptoms that interfere with the  
individual’s ability to function.
• To support the integrity of the family.
• To maximize independence.

Contact Us
Heritage Program for Seniors at VCHS
110 S. 26th St., Ord, NE 68862
308.728.4340
www.valleycountyhealthsystem.org

Free Community Presentation 
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