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DEDICATION


For my parents, Aida and Al Brodsky, who modeled what caregiving is and allowed me the honor of caring for them.


For Robbie, who adds a wonderful dimension to my world and is the light of my life.


For Jeff, who supports me every step of the way—in everything I undertake—and provides much love and laughter daily. I could never have done this without you!





INTRODUCTION





“There are only four kinds of people in the world: those who have been caregivers, those who are currently caregivers, those who will be caregivers, and those who will need caregivers.”


—Rosalynn Carter, First Lady of the US and president of the Rosalynn Carter Institute for Caregiving





Caregiving for a loved one is made up of special times filled with love, devotion, and compassion. And caregiving can bring opportunities to learn more about your own character and your loved one. But caregiving is also filled with huge responsibilities, exhausting days, struggles, and worries—and caregivers often find themselves wrestling with burnout, guilt, and high levels of stress.


It should come as no surprise that a physically and emotionally healthy caregiver is automatically a better caregiver, but how can you take care of yourself when you’re so busy taking care of someone else? Enter The Conscious Caregiver.


Here you’ll learn to use mindfulness techniques to pause, notice exactly what is happening around you, and then respond in a way that is a win-win for both you and your loved one. You’ll also find a variety of ways to practice self-care every day, even if you have only five minutes to accomplish it. By using these techniques and others like them, you’ll learn how to become a more relaxed, focused, confident, and, most importantly, conscious caregiver. Your care recipient and your family will not be the only ones who will notice and appreciate your positive attitude and calm approach—you’ll benefit greatly too!


How do I know so much about conscious caregiving? In addition to working in the eldercare field and volunteering for the Alzheimer’s Association, I was a caregiver to both of my parents. As their caregiver for more than ten years, I faced many of the questions that you’ve either experienced or may experience in the future, including:


• How can I practice self-care?


• How do I know if I should move my loved one from his or her home, and when is the right time?


• How do I deal with the guilt and sadness I feel?


• How can I use mindful communication to talk with my loved one about sensitive topics?


• What is hospice, and what does this service provide?


• What do I do after caregiving ends?


Throughout this book you’ll find answers to these questions and more. You’ll also find a variety of case studies that show how other people have and are dealing with their caregiving struggles. Finally, I’ll provide a number of exercises that will help you step back, be mindful, and figure out the best way to take care of your loved one.


The highs and lows along your caregiving journey will be unique to your particular care recipient’s and family’s situation. But whether you’re currently caregiving or are soon to be, whether you’re taking care of a loved one from far away or from your very own home, whether you’re taking care of your parents and your own kids at the same time, this book will show you how to embrace the importance of self-care and how to make time to be the most conscious caregiver you can be. Good luck on your journey.





PART 1



What Is Conscious Caregiving?






CHAPTER 1




Your Role As a Conscious Caregiver





Family caregivers have multiple jobs. In a single day, you can go from being a chef and chauffeur to a nurse and medical advocate, and every day can be different. In this chapter, you will learn why it’s important to self-identify sooner rather than later as your loved one’s caregiver, how caregiving affects your emotional state, and how your care recipient’s emotional status changes as she ages. You’ll also examine the impact of role reversal and role confusion as a result of these new family dynamics.


But first we’ll take a look at what it really means to be a conscious caregiver and how that identifier influences everything else you do when taking care of your loved one. Conscious caregivers direct time, energy, and compassion toward themselves as well as their care recipients. Here you’ll learn how to apply mindfulness techniques to become more aware of your state of being during caregiving situations.



WHAT IS CONSCIOUS CAREGIVING?



Becoming a caregiver can happen overnight due to a sudden health change, or it might creep up on you slowly. Your loved one may be experiencing the physical decline that comes with normal aging, may be having memory loss issues, or both. But while these situations are difficult, if you’re fortunate, one day you will find yourself in the role of family caregiver.


Family caregivers wear many hats. You might be a chauffeur, nurse, companion, physical therapist, cook, housekeeper, banker, financial planner, medical liaison, personal assistant (bathing, grooming, toileting), and social director. You might also become “roommates” for all or part of your caregiving journey together.


At first, you may be helping with grocery shopping weekly, checking in with your loved one by phone or a visit after your workday, or reviewing his or her financial statements monthly. Then your assistance may increase either due to his requests or because you recognize new needs your loved one has. The earlier you identify that you’ve started on your caregiving journey, the sooner you can think about and plan for the future. This might involve lining up local resources, becoming educated about aging overall or your loved one’s specific health problem, and/or joining a support group. Whatever responsibilities you face now and in the future, approaching them as a conscious caregiver will allow your journey to go more smoothly.


So what is a conscious caregiver? Conscious caregivers choose to allot time, energy, and compassion to themselves as well as their care recipients. You believe taking care of yourself physically, emotionally, and spiritually greatly benefits both you and your care recipient. In fact, caregiving quality improves when you care enough about yourself to take time out from caregiving for activities that make you happier and more refreshed.


Through the use of mindfulness and self-care techniques, which we’ll discuss a bit later, you keep the focus on yourself as a whole person, and are not wrapped up solely in your caregiving role. You acknowledge and honor the fact that you are still a daughter, son, spouse, parent, grandparent, niece, nephew, friend, neighbor, and/or coworker. As a self-aware, conscious caregiver, you serve the entirety of your needs as a person while simultaneously acting as a loving caregiver.


This self-awareness grows when you take time to pause mindfully and notice your immediate situation instead of racing nonstop through your day trying to get everything done. Then, when you reflect upon what you’re seeing without judgment or attaching labels, more (and often kinder or more logical) options for decisions and challenges will result. This brief oasis in time and space gives conscious caregivers breathing room to notice details and fully experience the moment they’re in.


You pause, observe, reflect on your options, and then act. This mindfulness thinking pattern can be applied to your interactions with your care recipient, your family caregiving team, and health professionals caring for your loved one. As you learn this way of thinking and responding, caregiving stress will decrease, and you will likely find yourself using these techniques in other life situations too.




CONSCIOUS CONNECTIONS


According to Caregiving in the U.S. 2015, a large majority of caregivers (85 percent) provide care for a relative, with 49 percent caring for a parent or parent-in-law. Ten percent provide care for a spouse—logging a staggering 44.6 caregiving hours per week while doing so. In comparison, family members average 24.4 hours a week providing care for other loved ones, and nearly 25 percent provide 41 or more hours of care a week.





One thing about caregiving that remains constant is that your role will change over time. Your loved one will continue aging, or new health issues might arise and she will likely need increased assistance. That’s why there is not a single “formula” for being an expert family caregiver. Each caregiving journey is unique and unpredictable. As a result, your creative problem-solving skills will be engaged as long as you are a caregiver. No matter how much your role changes during caregiving, you have this inner constant to rely on—a conscious caregiver’s perspective.


Caregiving is definitely challenging, exhausting, and heartbreaking, but it’s also filled with beautiful, intimate moments to cherish. As difficult as it is to see a loved one decline, family caregivers also experience tenderness, gratitude, devotion, patience, and love. During the most difficult times, when you are stressed to the maximum, you are still surrounded by a beautiful world to acknowledge and be grateful for every day. Conscious caregivers learn how to search within themselves to find and appreciate this positive attitude, and one way you’ll learn how to do this is by being mindful.


Be Mindful


Conscious caregiving begins with mindfulness, the ancient art of practicing self-awareness in the present moment without judgment. It means pausing in the midst of any situation and taking time to pay attention to yourself, your environment, and the overall situation. You don’t try to control, assess, or judge. You become aware of the here and now. Mindfulness asks that you pause, observe, and reflect, and then act or respond. This could happen in seconds or over a longer period of time depending upon the situation.


The first step in mindfulness is to pause, stop all talking and actions, and become focused on the present. Stop showering your loved one, stop racing from task to task, stop thinking of what’s next on your caregiving to-do list, and stop reliving prior events of the day or week in your head. Instead, ask yourself what is happening at this very moment in front of your eyes. For example, if you’re showering your loved one, pause and quietly observe the shower scene before you. Stop lathering, hair washing, or rinsing off your loved one. Stop talking. View what’s before you as if you’re watching a movie.


The next step in mindfulness is paying attention. Deliberately take in your immediate surroundings, both physical and emotional. Use your senses to notice what space you are in, what the noise level is, and how the environment makes you feel. Are you in your parents’ home or at a doctor’s appointment with one of them, taking a walk around your town, or in a crowded store in a mall? Is it well lit or dim? Is there background noise, such as birds chirping, a TV blaring, or peaceful music playing?


How do you feel in this space? What does your body (inside and out) sense at this very moment? Are your muscles tense or relaxed? Do you have a headache? Are you smiling or frowning? What are your emotions? Are you enjoying yourself? Feeling relaxed? Are you annoyed or upset? Are you feeling guilty? Frustrated? Anxious? Unsure of yourself? Notice what surrounds you in every way possible via your five senses.


Once you have your input, neither criticize nor praise what you observe. This is one of the hardest parts of mindfulness. Do not label yourself, your loved one, or anyone else with you. Be aware, open-minded, and respectful of whatever you’re experiencing. Your brain is constantly assessing and chattering internally based upon these assessments. Shut off your internal dialogue. Do your best not to judge; simply absorb what’s immediately around you. Remember the phrase, “It is what it is.” Be a nonjudgmental self-reporter.


By pushing the pause button on your busy day in these ways, you immediately create a small space of calmness as you focus on the moment. In this quiet space, you can catch your breath during a hectic day, assess your state of being, and use this time to change your thoughts, attitudes, or actions if needed. By checking in with yourself, you can decide if you need a longer interval of peace and make that happen—either immediately or via a break later in the day—to give yourself some much-needed time, attention, and self-care. Ultimately the goal is to incorporate this inner calm throughout other parts of your day. Through mindfulness you will realize you have the power to take charge of how you view any situation, and even more importantly, how you may respond to it.


Being present in a moment of caregiving can also help you sense the richness and beauty in the experience. When you’re focused on and engaging mindfully with your loved one, you’ll notice things you might ordinarily miss if you’re in a hurry or distracted. How beautifully soft and smooth your mother’s hands are even at her advanced age. Your father’s eyes crinkling at the corners when he gives his hearty chuckle. Hearing that sweet story your aunt tells about how she and your uncle met in high school. These are conscious caregiver treasures you don’t want to miss.





CASE STUDY: Adrian and Mindfulness


Taking just a few minutes to be mindful and start your day right will help you be prepared to meet whatever challenges lie ahead.


Adrian wakes up at six a.m. to her alarm clock blaring. Immediately she jumps out of bed and, as she dresses, begins thinking of everything she needs to accomplish that day, at work and for her family, plus spending time with her mom in the hospital, where she is recuperating from surgery. She quickly makes breakfast for herself and her two teenagers, but they don’t have time to enjoy eating together because the kids are running late. The teens each grab an energy bar and a banana as they rush out the door to school. Her husband left even earlier for a breakfast work meeting before she got up. After being awake for only 60 minutes, Adrian can already feel the tension in her body and dreads the rest of the day ahead.


Instead of continuing down this stressful path, Adrian decides to use some mindfulness techniques to reset her day. First, she turns off the TV and notices the sounds of birds chirping in their backyard. Then she decides to finish her breakfast slowly, enjoy her tea, and read a magazine article she’d put aside to return to when she had time. Just these few extra minutes of peace, indulging in a few things she enjoys, create a shift in her mood and attitude. Afterward, she is ready to tackle the rest of her day in a more cheerful and relaxed state. Yes, it might take a few extra, unplanned-for minutes out of her day, but the positive, long-term effects are worth the small amount of time Adrian spends to make this shift happen.







“One person caring about another represents life’s greatest value.”


—Jim Rohn, American author and motivational speaker






TAKING ON NEW RESPONSIBILITIES



The responsibilities that you’ll take on as a caregiver will vary depending upon your care recipient’s living situation and health status. On any given day exact steps to take and tasks to accomplish will be different for every family caregiver. You will likely find yourself doing things you never thought you could or would do for your loved ones. This may be something logistical, such as driving them around on errands, or something more intimate, such as bathing them and changing their diapers. You may be surprised by what is asked of you and by how you respond to these new roles. When faced with a new caregiving task you’d rather not do, as a conscious caregiver, you’ll respond calmly instead of becoming upset by it. By using mindfulness techniques to pause, observe, reflect, and respond, you will decide how to complete the job yourself or think of smart, alternate ways to accomplish it.



Changing Responsibilities


Caregiving can be compared to parenting in this way: the status quo usually doesn’t last very long. Just when you think you have your loved one’s daily needs under control, something will change, and you’ll need to figure out new, creative responses to different challenges.


For example, most toddlers take a daily afternoon nap. As a parent, it was wonderful getting that one- to two-hour break, either to indulge in a relaxing activity or accomplish other chores while your little one was sleeping. As time went on, it became more and more difficult to get your child down for a nap; then that precious free time you so looked forward to daily was shortened and eventually gone completely. What did you do to remedy this? Many parents create an enforced “quiet time,” where their child plays quietly in his or her room instead of napping—a win-win for parent and child.


The transition from a daily naptime to the creation of quiet time happens little by little, until the parent and child are both able to accept the changes and adjust. Slow and gradual changes in routines should be implemented in caregiving situations as well, in order to allow your loved one to retain his or her dignity and independence for as long as possible. The same will likely be true for you and your loved one, as you’ll see in the following case study.





CASE STUDY: Tony and New Solutions


Tony’s father, Joseph, lives in a condominium in a senior living community not far from Tony’s home. Joseph, age eighty-nine, is still active and mentally sharp but becoming frailer physically. The community’s laundry facilities are a short walk from Joseph’s condominium, where he’s been doing his laundry independently since his wife passed away a few years ago. Noticing his father was slowing down, Tony shifted the laundry routine over time. First, he bought Joseph a laundry basket on wheels to transport the laundry back and forth. Then, Tony visited on laundry day and helped Joseph do his laundry. And finally, Tony took Joseph’s laundry home to do with his, bringing it back folded or on hangers, all ready to wear.


Creative problem-solving was put into practice as Joseph needed more assistance. Tony’s decision to make changes gradually made it easier for Joseph to preserve his dignity and accept this help. If Tony had taken over doing his father’s laundry completely as the first solution, Joseph might have felt hurt and insulted having his independence disregarded. Making transitions in baby steps whenever possible is an easier and kinder route to the goal. Allow your loved ones to keep their independence and dignity. Let them do as much as they can for as long as they can, as long as it is safe for them to do so.






THE IMPACT OF ROLE CONFUSION



The way you take care of and identify with your loved one can and likely will change over the course of the caregiving journey that you’ll share. This can lead to a sense of role confusion, where you feel uncertain about how to relate to and interact with him. Are you still his spouse or child, or do you feel like his parent now?


The relationship you have with your care recipient (parent, spouse, partner, extended family member, or friend) has existed and developed over a long period of time. Then, either suddenly or in small steps, your loved one declined and you found yourself in the role of caregiver, which was likely confusing for everyone involved. It can be difficult for you to separate your role of caregiver from your previous role of spouse, child, niece, nephew, grandchild, or friend. And your care recipient may object to her new role as someone less than 100 percent independent, feel insulted, and initially decline your offers of help.


Caregiving for a parent is often called “role reversal,” meaning you become a parent to your parent. But it isn’t a complete role reversal in every sense. She will always be your parent and you will remain her child. The relationship dynamics might change now, but you can’t erase the many years your parent spent raising you and all that you’ve experienced together as a family.


And, unlike in a parent-child relationship, you do not have legal responsibility for your parent. You cannot “tell her what to do” like you would a child. (That is, unless her decline causes specific durable powers of attorney to be exercised, such as in the case of dementia or Alzheimer’s disease.)


When a spouse declines, role confusion has an additional, practical dimension. You now have the extra responsibilities your spouse handled until she could no longer do them. These could range from taking out garbage cans on trash day to being wholly in charge of your family’s finances and investments. You might enjoy doing some of these chores and dislike others, but your to-do list definitely grows longer.


It’s important for you to keep in mind that, although the job of caregiving has affected you and your life, it has also greatly affected your loved one. Make a conscious attempt to remember that your care recipient is in a new life stage in which she is experiencing many losses, such as the loss of health, mobility, strength, and independence. She is likely struggling with issues around self-image, self-respect, and emotions, such as sadness, frustration, fear, and anger. Be sensitive and respectful of your loved one’s feelings, honor her wishes, and uphold her dignity as you help to navigate through these changes and those ahead.


That said, it’s important that you recognize and identify the varying emotions that you’re experiencing as a caregiver as well.





CONSCIOUS CONNECTIONS



According to the Social Security Administration, a man who is sixty-five years old today can expect to live on average to age eighty-four, and a woman of sixty-five today should live to age eighty-six. And these are just averages. About one of every four people in this older adult demographic today will live past age ninety, and one out of ten will live past age ninety-five. With more people living longer, two things are certain: more older adults will decline physically and cognitively, and more conscious caregivers will be needed to care for them.






UNDERSTANDING YOUR EMOTIONS



Throughout your caregiving journey you will experience a range of emotions—joy, satisfaction, love, gratitude, sadness, fear, guilt, anger, frustration, depression, confusion, impatience, stress, grief, exhaustion, and more. Some of these contrasting feelings can occur within minutes of each other and drain you of energy.


Do you feel alone or isolated in your caregiving role? Do you think, No one understands what I’m going through? Many caregivers feel this way. After all, it’s very hard, and can be heartbreaking, seeing a loved one decline. First, recognize you are not alone and are experiencing normal emotions all family caregivers feel. Second, be proud of yourself for facing a difficult situation and staying by your loved one’s side. Even if you’re a long-distance caregiver, “being there” by phone or online makes a huge difference. Some people run away from caring for aging relatives, but you haven’t. Kudos for that. Third, recognize that your caregiving role will not last forever, which is both a positive and a negative.


Some emotions you may find yourself struggling with include:



Caregiving Guilt


Caregivers live with constant guilt. Guilt that you’re not doing a good enough job. Guilt when you take a well-deserved break and aren’t there, whether for a few minutes, days, or weeks. Guilt when you resent your role and even dislike your care recipient at times.


Caregiving is one of the most challenging roles you’ll ever take on, and as a conscious caregiver you understand the need to slow down and recognize the guilty feelings you’re having. Give yourself permission to feel these negative feelings, but also try to limit them. It’s okay to have a “pity party” daily if needed, but let it last only five to ten minutes, then put those feelings on the back burner, and choose to continue your day with an improved, more optimistic attitude. As a conscious caregiver, you know it’s okay to validate the full range of your experiences, be compassionate toward yourself, and take care of yourself. Remember, you can’t pour from an empty cup, so be sure to keep your reserves filled. It’s similar to traveling on an airplane, when the flight attendant instructs you to put on your oxygen mask first before you put on your child’s. You need to operate from a position of strength, and taking care of yourself first is the way to accomplish that.





EXERCISE: Use Mindfulness to Identify Your Emotions


Mindfulness is the ancient art of practicing self-awareness in the present moment without judgment. It means pausing at any moment and taking time to pay attention to yourself, your environment, and the overall situation. You don’t try to control, assess, or judge. You are simply aware of the here and now, including your deepest, darkest feelings. Caregivers often have trouble identifying and dealing with their negative feelings in particular, so take a mindful approach and try the following:


Choose a place and time to be alone and think about your feelings without interruptions or distractions. Write down your deepest feelings for your eyes only. Let out all of your confusion, worries, and fears in a personal journal, knowing no one but you will ever read it. Don’t edit yourself; write whatever you really feel. (It’s fine to include positive feelings in your journal, too, but negative ones are best served in this exercise.) Another way to do this is by writing a letter to your care recipient with your negative emotions unleashed that you never send.


Putting your feelings into words through writing helps you reach a place of peace internally because you release the intensity of those painful emotions you’re experiencing. You can also clarify exactly what is troubling you and perhaps gain insight into your care recipient’s perspective as you write. If you’re venting about a specific problem, writing can unlock creative and intuitive abilities, which can lead to solutions you didn’t see before.





Resentment


As a caregiver, you’ll likely find yourself feeling resentment at some point. This is a totally normal emotion under the circumstances, and it should be acknowledged. It’s true that your life has been hijacked to some degree by these new responsibilities, and is not 100 percent under your control. It’s not fun having to miss your friend’s Super Bowl party at the last minute because you need to stay home with your father, who needs care. Yes, you feel like dodging your spouse’s call when you’re out running errands and taking a brief caregiving breather. And it’s definitely a drag to spend days at the hospital with your loved one as he recuperates from surgery.


Feeling resentment wastes emotional and mental energy on something that probably can’t be changed right away. But you can still be an excellent caregiver even though you feel negative emotions at times.


In order to alleviate the resentment, try using the previous writing exercise to vent about those feelings. Also, keep in mind that caregiving is temporary: the scenario is sure to change, and someday you will no longer be a caregiver. Try to change your attitude and cherish this bonus time with your loved one, because not everyone gets the opportunity to experience it.


And do your best to separate resentment of your caregiving role from bad feelings toward your care recipient. Yes, you might feel caregiving is a burden sometimes, but chances are you don’t really dislike your loved one. If you weren’t concerned about his welfare, you’d walk away, which you haven’t done. So hang in there. This too shall pass.


Fear of the Future


Fear of the future and how you will deal with it is another major caregiving emotion. You begin to worry about what the future will be like for yourself and your loved one. Will he experience pain? How will you juggle your caregiving, family, and/or work responsibilities? Do you have enough money saved to cover medical expenses? And more . . .


You can find relief from many of your fears through education. Do research and read everything you can about your care recipient’s diagnosis, if there is one. Meet with his doctor(s) and nurses as well as people in organizations dedicated to research or finding a cure for the disease (for example, the American Heart Association) to ask questions. Consult an elder-law attorney and/or financial planner if your loved one’s financial affairs are not in order. Find a support group for caregivers or one centered around the disease to gather more information from others going through similar scenarios. Taking actions, even small ones, will move you from an emotional state of mind to a fact-gathering, intellectual one. The adage “Knowledge is power” rings true for family caregivers. And while the act of gathering information and resources won’t change your loved one’s diagnosis or decline, knowledge will lead you to more clarity about what the future will hold. This knowledge will allow you to prepare for and adjust in a calmer way to the changes as they come.


Grief


Grief is another common emotion experienced by caregivers. You may initially think this sounds silly. After all, your loved one is still alive. How can you grieve for someone who you’re spending so much time with and energy on?


Think of it this way: even while your loved one is alive, you’re grieving the loss of the person he once was, especially if he has a progressive illness, like Alzheimer’s disease. As a loved one needs increased assistance, you feel a sense of loss—the loss of his capabilities and independence, the loss of the chance to complete future plans, or the loss of your companion to share things with if you’re caring for your spouse. Grief, which is discussed in more detail in Chapters 9 and 10, is usually associated with death, but anticipatory grief starts when you experience these losses even before your loved one passes away.


Identify and accept anticipatory grief as normal. Speak about the losses you’re experiencing with a trusted friend, family member, or clergy person. Writing about your feelings in a journal is often beneficial. Support group co-members are probably also feeling grief and loss, so bring up the topic for discussion. Most importantly, get your feelings out in whatever manner works best for you. After all, taking care of yourself alongside your loved one is part of what conscious caregiving is all about!


One way to deal with this grief, especially if your loved one has a life-threatening or progressive disease, such as Alzheimer’s, is to establish a “new” relationship as his abilities change. The arts, especially music, are a wonderful way to connect with your loved one. Play his favorite music and sing along together when possible. Even when my mother couldn’t walk or speak during the late stages of Alzheimer’s disease, when she heard her favorite songs playing, she would smile and gently nod her head up and down. She also loved gardening her whole life, so I bought a large coffee-table book of beautiful flower photography that we’d look through together during visits. She would hold the book in her lap and gently caress the pages, which I believe was her nonverbal way of expressing her great enjoyment of this two-dimensional garden.



CHAPTER SUMMARY



The following are takeaways, action steps, and reminders to help your caregiving journey progress smoothly.


• Conscious caregivers choose to give time, energy, and compassion to themselves as well as their care recipients. They use mindfulness and self-care techniques to care for themselves physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Through increased self-awareness, a conscious caregiver more easily finds and appreciates the beautiful moments the journey holds. In any situation remember to pause, observe, and reflect, and then respond or act.


• There are both positive and negative aspects to being a family caregiver. You will experience joy, sadness, exhaustion, gratitude, love, angst, and more. The one constant is that your role will keep changing as your loved one declines. And your experience as a caregiver will not last forever, unfortunately.


• You will wear a variety of hats as a caregiver, sometimes several different ones all within one day. No matter what roles you take on daily, your care recipient’s safety must be your number one priority. This is followed by meeting her basic needs of shelter, nutritious food, and medical care.


• You will learn about your strengths through this life experience. You will find creativity and problem-solving skills you may not have realized you possess. You will also wrestle with negative emotions, such as fear and grief, and learn how to control them through mindfulness.


• Most caregivers and their care recipients experience a degree of role confusion. Sometimes it’s hard to find the place where being an adult child ends and being a family caregiver begins. Your loved one is also adjusting to his diminished capabilities and may initially greatly resent and reject your help.





CHAPTER 2




Caregiver Stress and Burnout





Now that you know what conscious caregiving is and how you may be feeling about your new role and the new relationship dynamic between you and your loved one, let’s take a look at why paying attention to those emotions is crucial to being a great caregiver.


Do you ever feel so exhausted when you wake up that you simply can’t, or don’t want to, get out of bed? Do you find that little things that usually don’t bother you are making you angry? Are you snapping at your loved one? Do you have trouble sleeping? Are you spending less time with friends? Are you getting sick more often? Have you been feeling down in the dumps? If so, you could be approaching caregiver burnout. In this chapter you’ll learn how to look for the signs of burnout, alleviate stress, and avoid slipping into burnout.



WHAT IS CAREGIVER BURNOUT?



Caregiver burnout occurs when you find yourself in a state of physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion. You may sense a change in your overall attitude, from being caring and positive to feeling negative or unconcerned about your world and those in it.
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