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DEDICATION

For Mama Claire and Pop Pop.

Without you, there would be no Caregiver Warrior.

I miss you every day.






INTRODUCTION

Being a caregiver is an important and meaningful responsibility, but it can also be exhausting. It is vital that you consider your own needs and remain resilient, positive, and strong.

As a caregiver, you are asked to do your best to take care of your loved one no matter what challenges come your way. You are called to leave yourself at the door and prepare to put your loved one’s needs first—which you happily and selflessly do. But you probably also tend to abandon your own self-care needs as you attentively focus on the well-being of your loved one. It’s time to start making yourself a priority.

That’s where Self-Care for Caregivers comes in. This book explains what it means to put yourself first, why it is so important, and practical ways to make it happen. Filled with more than one hundred activities and simple suggestions to help you rejuvenate and recharge, this book will put you on the path to being centered, focused, and healthy in body, mind, and spirit.

Inside, you’ll learn how to achieve a new perspective through activities like:


	Taking your emotional temperature daily to understand and manage the big feelings caregiving can trigger.

	Creating a tribe you can count on to listen, lend a hand, and stop you from feeling lonely and stressed.

	Learning to ask for help without feeling guilty or ashamed.

	Creating boundaries so you can preserve your energy for yourself and your loved ones.

	
Improving your communication skills so everyone involved is clear about what’s happening.

	Learning to be kind to yourself because self-love is the foundation of empowered caregiving.



In these pages, you will find the help you need to appreciate and care for yourself as you care for others. You will be guided along your caregiving path with hope and strength while facing the challenging role of caregiving, because when you are rested, healthy, and fulfilled you not only feel whole and nurtured; you also have more to give to others. So take some time for yourself and turn the page to experience rejuvenating self-care!
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Caregiving can be an emotional roller coaster ride, bringing big, surprising, and sometimes debilitating feelings to the surface. Every caregiver is unique, and the emotional reactions you will experience are as individual as you are, but all caregivers have one thing in common: You will be affected emotionally in ways that will change your life forever.

Emotional self-care is vital to staying ahead of the emotional curveballs caregiving can throw into your life. Knowing how to manage the emotional toll of caregiving and its aftermath is critical to being your healthiest and best self. In this chapter, you will find simple yet powerful activities and actions you can take to insulate, protect, and heal yourself from the big emotions caregiving can bring about. These activities will inspire you to prioritize your self-care and to remember that your feelings and emotions matter and that you are entitled to having them, understanding them, sitting with them, and coming up with the best possible way to manage them for the healthiest and most effective outcome.

Your emotions are your guidelines. They are important indicators of how caregiving is affecting you and how you need to move forward to stay balanced and flourish. This chapter will give you tools for emotional awareness and stability that every caregiver needs to thrive.




Take Your Emotional Temperature

As a caregiver, it is critical that you stop for a moment and check in with your feelings. What are you feeling right now? Are you frustrated, angry, scared, worried? You so generously worry about the feelings of others, now is the time for you to acknowledge your own.

By taking an emotional “time-out” to check in with your feelings, you have a chance to experience them instead of letting them build up. You can’t make your feelings disappear, but by being aware of them, they lose their power, giving you a chance to feel them and then let them go. The only way to get over feelings is to go through them.

Sit still and feel what’s going on. Tell yourself it’s okay to feel whatever it is you are feeling. Anger, frustration, fear, and guilt are common and normal reactions during the caregiving journey. Give yourself permission to feel these emotions. Caregiving can be hard and upsetting. Tell yourself that, while it may feel uncomfortable right now, you are going to feel your painful emotions instead of stuffing them down inside. Remember that there is nothing wrong with feeling angry or afraid or sad. Should you feel consumed with the emotions you are feeling and they seem overwhelming, it may be time to seek help from your doctor or therapist. There is no reason to be ashamed or afraid to reach out to others when big feelings are triggered. You are not alone.






Let Mistakes Be Teachers

Mistakes are good things if you use them as teachers and learn from them. It is not always easy to take this positive, mature, and balanced view, especially during the caregiving journey, when the stakes feel so high and consequences feel larger than life.

Yet, we are human, and we all make mistakes. Caregiving is one of the most likely fields for mistakes to happen because the territory is often unexpected and unknown. You can rarely handle everything you confront without a stumble here and there. Try these tools when you make a mistake:


	Frame the mistake this way: You have learned something. You’ll never do that thing that way ever again. You now know better. Accept the responsibility for the mistake so you can make it your friend.

	Ask yourself: “What happened, why did it happen, what’s my part, what went wrong, what was learned about the situation and myself?” Write down the answers.

	Look over your answers and see if there is anything you can do right now to prevent the same type of situation from happening again.

	Write down any actions you can take to give you an edge when a similar situation arises.

	Forgive yourself. Remember, you are serving others; you have the best intentions, and you are a good person. Now you are smarter. Don’t wallow; instead, wonder and be thankful for the wisdom.








Embrace Your New Life Even When You Resent the Loss of Your Old One

Any way you look at it, once you step into the caregiver role, your life is changed forever. You are now completely focused on the needs of others, committed to doing everything you can to ensure that those you care for are safe, comfortable, and pain-free. You are prioritizing their lives, and to do that you need to make concessions with yours.

This can be frustrating and upsetting when you feel that your life as you knew it is gone and things seem so different. It may seem as though you have permanently lost your old life in exchange for a new one. You can become resentful as time passes and you begin to miss the things you used to do and the time and energy you had to do them. It’s hard to ease the pain and frustration you feel when you can’t be as free and self-concerned as you are used to being. You most certainly are entitled to be a little grouchy and sad about the changes in your life. You are mourning what feels like the loss of your identity and lifestyle. You may even feel lost.

Although it is completely understandable to have these thoughts and feelings, you need to keep things in perspective. You need to remind yourself that this new normal is not forever. It’s just for today. Even though your todays may be creating a chain of weeks and years, you can only know what the present brings. Projecting into a future you know nothing about is a waste of time and energy. You have no idea what will happen tomorrow and where your life or the lives of those you protect will be then. It could all change so quickly, and everything would be different yet again.

So focus on what is happening today. As difficult and exhausting as caregiving can be, it is an honor to care for those who cared for you or those you have chosen to serve. You do so out of a need and desire to provide love and attention to those who need it the most. The sense of satisfaction and fulfillment in carrying out this special mission is like no other. Even with the temporary loss of your old normal and the life you knew, the payoff and gratification are undeniable. Where would you be without these wonderful people in your life, and how lucky are you to have this chance to give back to them what they so generously gave you and the world?

By embracing every little smile and sweet thank you, and seeing that you have made such a difference in someone else’s life, you may find that the changes to your own life become less important.

You will return to your old life at some point. When you do, it will be a more complete, richer life than it was before.






Give Yourself Time to Adjust

If you were starting a new job, moving to a new town, or dating someone new, you would know you need time to adjust. By allowing yourself an adjustment period as you begin a caregiving role, you let everyone (including those you care for) have time to settle in.

Most caregivers have little time to prepare for their new role of caregiving. A family emergency, a sudden illness, or a serious injury forces someone to step up to the caregiver role. Circumstances like this demand that new caregivers jump in and hit the ground running. There usually is an immediacy to the situation that can be daunting.

Although there is so much to do and understand and because there might be an immediate crisis to deal with, you must remember to give yourself and your loved ones time to adjust. The knee-jerk reaction of wanting to fix everything right away is not only unrealistic; it’s also risky. Stress can build up quickly if you try to do too much too fast. It’s best to ease into the new role.

You can avoid trouble by being aware of your need to be all things to all people. Be on the lookout for any sign that you feel an intense need or pressure to fix those you care for and any issues they may have. You are not responsible for fixing anything. What you are responsible for is showing up and supporting those you serve and ensuring that the best care is available to them.

While you may need to resolve big and important issues, and the expectations of others may cause you concern, the reality is that nothing changes instantly, and the way to resolve these issues is to keep things simple, tackling what you can, when you can, as calmly as possible.

When you feel yourself wanting to do all of it at once, remember you are in a period of observation and change. You need a moment to take it all in, to figure it all out, and to see how it all feels. This adjustment period should take however long you need it to. Most caregivers are in an adjustment period the entire time they are caregivers! Things are always in flux. Give yourself space to adapt and adjust.

In the early days of caregiving, just start by showing up. Listen, watch, read the room and take it all in. Remember that you might not know everything just yet. Take the time to see how everyone is feeling and be open and curious. Learn the ropes. Take it easy, breathe, pause, and reflect. Let it unfold and know that more will be revealed.






Daydream to Unwind

Imagination plays such an important role in caregiving. How you make decisions and face change during your caregiving journey has so much to do with the connections and calculations your powerful brain makes. So much is going on up there that you are not even aware of! Behind the scenes, your imagination is processing pros and cons so that eventually you can come up with solutions and answers.

You can use that imagination to help yourself daydream. Daydreaming is a getaway ticket to a place where you can be free of worry and concern about those you care for, change your outlook, and recharge.

Daydreaming relaxes your body and your mind, and it can have a positive effect on your mood and general well-being. If you organize some space and time to allow yourself some much-needed daydreaming, you can reap the benefits and be even more focused afterward.

It’s important to be in the right frame of mind to enjoy and get the most out of daydreaming. If you are going down a rabbit hole worrying and ruminating about negative things, it’s not the right time to daydream. But if you could use a break from the normal caregiving hustle and bustle and you can allow yourself to put your mind to work for you to visualize and fantasize about fun and happiness, the results can be rewarding.

Of course, there is a time and place for daydreaming. You shouldn’t use daydreaming to avoid what needs to be done or to put off decisions and actions you need to take. But it can be a terrific emotional vacation. Here are two helpful keys to unlocking the pleasure of a lovely daydreaming session:


	
1. Pick a time to daydream. Be specific. Plan time to take a few minutes to let your mind off the hook and just dance around pleasant thoughts and visualize happy places and things. Call this your daydream time. For those of you who worry about how long it might take, you can time this activity.

	
2. Make a daydream list. Come up with a list of happy places, thoughts, and future outcomes you can daydream about. Write them down in a notebook or journal. Pick one or two for each session. Each item on your list will be a place you can travel to that becomes familiar and more vivid and entertaining each time you visit or create it.



Add daydreaming to your caregiver self-care routine and practice it consistently to entertain your mind, body, and soul. Take flight and put all your cares behind you for a few minutes. You deserve this special time!






Rid Yourself of the Downers

We all have them in our lives, those people whose glass is always half empty, and no matter how great something is they can find something wrong with it—they are the downers. Nothing is ever good enough, life is full of woe and doom and gloom, and there’s no end in sight of negative things headed our way. If you’re a caregiver, these are the people you don’t need around you. Caregiving is hard enough without the negative attitudes of others dragging you down.

Even though you may love this person dearly, for your own well-being you may need to limit your exposure to them or remove them from your life. This may not be an easy conversation, but be truthful about how you feel. If you have the time and energy, have a gentle conversation with this person and tell them you need to be surrounded by upbeat, positive energy, and their negativity is unpleasant. While this may be upsetting to them, it will help you set boundaries, and they may hear you and try to be less of a downer.

As a caregiver you should try to surround yourself with positive, supportive people you trust. Socialization is so important to caregivers and is a great source of affirming feedback. Hang out with people who make you feel good. Make a list of the people you feel happy and safe with. These are the people you need to spend your precious social time with. Caregiving is challenging enough without having to listen to someone who is always putting a negative spin on everything.

Distance yourself from the downers. Reduce the time you spend with them. You are not obligated to hang out with or communicate with anyone. You’ll feel better, and they may get the hint.

If you do have to be with the downer, try to do so in a group setting. This can save you from being the target of the negativity, and you won’t be exposed to as much of it since other people are added to the mix. If you are stuck with a downer because you work with them or they are a family member, keep the conversation short or upbeat and steer it in a direction that is not triggering for you or encouraging them. Don’t let their negativity rule the conversation. Excuse yourself from their presence, walk away from the conversation if need be, and try to remember that you don’t have to share their beliefs or be influenced by their behavior.






Adapt to Change

Caregivers often have valid reasons to maintain a schedule and stick to routines, especially when caring for people with Alzheimer’s or dementia, or anyone with cognitive issues, who can be thrown off and frightened by change. Staying on course during the day can make the difference between successfully hitting all the marks and getting everything done or falling seriously behind. When you start to change things around, any situation can feel uncontrollable.

This is true about change in general. Change is unsettling because it shakes things up. Even if how you are doing something is not the best way to do it or how you are being is not the best way to be, it’s familiar and unthreatening. Even little changes can feel uncomfortable, and you might try to avoid them at all costs. Change can feel like an excruciating setback when you are caregiving.

However, change is the one consistent thing about life. Nowhere is change more apparent than in the lives of caregivers. If you are rigid and unbending about making and embracing change, it can break you.

Learning to cope with change is a critical step toward a more balanced and relaxed caregiver journey. It takes commitment and desire to accept things and situations that are new and different. You can begin by understanding the need to make change your friend and be open to the possibilities it can bring you. Once you can get used to accepting and surrendering to the unknown and unfamiliar, you can even welcome and look forward to it!

Here are a few tactics to meet the challenge of change in a more welcoming, positive way:


	
When things change, you fear you will lose something—that things will never be the same. This is a legitimate concern. Be kind to yourself about being worried. You are not alone. There are caregivers out there feeling the same thing.

	Remind yourself that things always change, and most times for the better. This change might make things easier.

	Talk it out. Don’t hold back on reaching out and sharing your concerns with someone else, especially if they have been through a similar situation or are caring for someone. Chances are you’ll get some great advice and support.

	Think about the change and how it affects you. Weigh the pros and cons. Write them down. The cons will be easy, but the pros are where the magic is. Think about the possibilities that this change holds. This change may be foreign, but could it be exciting and refreshing?

	Accept the fact that although change feels like you are losing control over what’s happening next, you really don’t have control over anything. Life is fluid, ever-changing, and something you have no control over.



Just because something feels new and strange doesn’t mean it’s bad. Time passing will help you with that. Soon it won’t feel new at all.






Have a Good Cry

There comes a point in every caregiver’s life when you run smack up against the wall of exhaustion and frustration. You just can’t take one more thing that needs to get fixed, make another call, answer another important demand, clean up another accident, or have one more negotiating conversation. It’s all too much.

Sometimes you may just burst into tears. And that is fine. It is a normal, healthy response, and we all do it. It turns out that crying can also be a helpful, positive release of emotion.

For some silly reason, caregivers sometimes believe that having a good cry is a sign of weakness, or isn’t allowed, or doesn’t help anything. The truth is, anything that doesn’t hurt you or others and gives you relief from the caregiver dismay and exhaustion is completely permissible. It’s when you permit yourself to break down that you can build yourself back up.

A deep, heartfelt cry is cathartic and is thought to have positive physical effects. A good cry gives you a minute to feel and acknowledge that you are overwhelmed, and it allows you a chance to express all the emotions that have built up from caregiving.

So don’t avoid having a really good cry anytime if you feel it coming on. Let it happen, lean in to it, and know that hundreds of other caregivers have healed from a good cry. Crying it out can clear a caregiver’s soul.






Talk to Other Caregivers

While it’s important to reach out to get support, share stories, or ask for help from family and friends, nothing beats talking to another caregiver. No one can relate to the challenges, feelings, and concerns of caregiving better than another caregiver who has been through similar situations. They can validate the trials and tribulations, joys, and victories because they have gone through them too.

Sharing war stories and comparing notes with another caregiver can be reassuring. It’s like belonging to a special club. Having someone completely relate to what you are sharing and then be able to offer their experience, strength, and hope is a real game changer.

Establish a relationship with caregivers you know and set up a regular time to catch up and share what’s going on. You might even time these exchanges so you each get an allotted time to share or vent and then get feedback. Structure or timing aside, just make sure you schedule these meetings, Zoom calls, or phone calls and don’t miss them no matter what is going on.

Make a list of available caregiver buddies you can turn to in times of crisis and always return the favor when they are in need. It’s through sharing our stories that we see we are not alone.






Create a Sanctuary

Every caregiver needs a quiet, calming, serene place to retreat to. Having a place to sit alone with no disturbances to take a few deep breaths and regroup can make a world of difference, especially in caregiving environments where peace and quiet are lacking.

This space should automatically calm you down and offer respite. While it doesn’t need to be fancy, the more you can tailor your space with surroundings that inspire you to relax and reconnect with yourself, the more effective it will be.

It can be anything from a bench outside by a tree to the bathroom behind a closed door. The most important aspect of creating this space is that you use it. Carving out time to sit away from the frenzy of caregiving is nonnegotiable. Let everyone know this is your sanctuary and you are not to be disturbed once you retreat there. Once you make a habit of claiming some time in this space, everyone in your caregiving world will learn to respect your break. Consider it a positive time-out.

Having a quiet space and using it is as important as making sure your loved ones take their necessary medications. Just like you would never let them miss their daily dosages, you must never let yourself miss taking a few moments to sit in your quiet, safe place.






Take It Easy

Many caregivers need to be taught to slow it down and take it easy. You are usually trying to beat the clock, get things done, prevent a catastrophe, or deal with a crisis. Not the types of things that usually lead to relaxation.

There is immense value, however, in being able to step back, check out yourself and the world around you for a minute, and see if you are pushing too hard or going too fast. Even though you want the best for those you care for and yourself, it may be time to back off a bit and take it easy.

As a caregiver, you probably apply this principle every day to those you care for and love, but you may find it hard to apply it to your own life. The next time you feel tense, out of breath, and like you are racing down a steep hill, picture how you might carefully and slowly help your loved one out of the tub or a chair. You would be gentle, slow, and easy. Now picture the task or day before you, take a deep breath, and see if you can slow down and apply that same gentleness and ease to yourself and how you handle things around you. With practice, taking it easy can work as well for you as it does for those you serve.






Don’t Make Decisions after Dark

There is a time and place for making decisions, and how you manage this obligation as a caregiver is critical to reducing the negative effect of so much responsibility. As a rule, unless you are in crisis or you are on an important deadline, you should never make decisions at night.

When the sun goes down, treat yourself to the luxury of waiting until it comes up again to decide anything. You had a day filled with hundreds of things you need to process, and as darkness approaches and the day is ending, you are exhausted and spent, so your ability to see things clearly is greatly reduced. Use the following simple, symbolic gesture to help you put your concerns “to bed” so you don’t have to face them until tomorrow.

Take a small box like a tissue box or any small container and label it your “decision box” or “God box” or something that represents a safe place to put your concern, worry, or issue. As soon as it gets dark, write down the issue that needs attention, put it in the box, and then do everything you can to let it go and forget about it. Know you can retrieve it in the morning and that it will be so much easier to solve then. Then get a good night’s sleep.






Express Your Feelings Instead of Stuffing Them

Caregiving is an intense experience that brings up many big feelings like anger, fear, guilt, sadness, and joy. Resolving all the complex and sometimes startling emotions can often be just as complicated as the caregiving itself.

Your first tendency may be to stuff down your feelings, since taking the time to acknowledge and manage them seems wasteful and unimportant. The truth is, stuffing your feelings is dangerous and destructive. They will fester and grow, negatively contaminating everything you think and do. They can work against you if you don’t process them.

The answer is to open up to other caregivers, trusted family and friends, and your tribe. Tell them what is going on and let them know what you are feeling. Be honest. These are people who love you and are concerned for you. They already know the tremendous pressure you are under as a caregiver because they watch you every day. They want to help in any way they can. They will be relieved to hear you out and protect and support you.

Do not hesitate to seek help from professionals if you are feeling completely overwhelmed. There is nothing wrong with seeking help to process your emotions and no shame in needing support. You deserve to feel as whole as you can during the caregiving experience. If you need motivation to ask for help, then do so for those you care for. They are the first ones who want you to feel better.






Develop Your Emotional Intelligence

Caregivers are often very emotionally intelligent people. Emotional intelligence is what gives us the ability to understand, use, and manage our emotions in a positive way so that we can be great communicators and handle conflict effectively. Caregiving channels emotional intelligence, and the more you lean on it, the more effective you become at displaying it.

The term “emotional intelligence” has been around since the 1960s and was popularized in the 1990s by author and psychologist Daniel Goleman. Your emotional intelligence helps you successfully navigate your relationships. Working on improving your emotional intelligence in the following areas can benefit every relationship you have, especially with those under your care.
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