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Grieving While Caring

Rev. Jeff Billerbeck, Chaplain, Meriter Retirement Services

Cmge inany dimension

of lifecarrieswith it the poten-
tial for lossand initiatesa
processof grieving.

Many caregiversalready
are aware of the dangers
associated with packing more
responsibilitesinto lesstime
and adding morerolesto a
multiple-rolelifestyle. Despite
their awareness of the stress
associated with caregiving,
caregivers often do not recog-
nizegrief asasource of their
powerful feelings of sadness,
hel plessness, resentment,
anger, and guilt. Realizing that
oneisgrievingisimportant to
meeting the challenges of
caregiving with energy, com-
passion, and resilience. Older
adults experience many | osses,
including diminished hedlth,
reduced mobility, decreased
socia contacts and reduced
energy. Each of theselosses
involvesameasure of grief.

Much of the sadness and
grief caregiversexperienceis
related to the changesthey
witnessintheir aging parent,
spouse or significant other. The
carereceiver islessenergetic,
lessinvolved, and lessinde-
pendent, becoming more and
more dependent. Thesein-
creased demands
conflictwiththecaregiver’'s

other roles. Lesstimeand energy
areavidablefor thecaregiversto
participateintheir previoudy
assumed rolesand responsibili-
ties. They must make changesin
how they parent their own
children, relateeto their partner
or spouse, work for their em-
ployer, or maintain friendships.
Thefollowing aresugges-
tions, adapted from H. Clinebell,
for caregiversasthey grievethe
changesintheir loved onesandin
theirownlives.
* Beginto acknowledgeand
accept thereality of your losses.
A declineinthewdl-being of an
aging parent or spouseisa
painful processfor boththe
caregiver andthecarereceiver.
A valuablefirst step toward self-
careisacknowledging and
accepting theselosses
* Tak about the painful fegings
caused by theselosseswith some
onewho canbea“lovinglis-
tener” - afriend, aspouse, a
minister, or acounselor. Sharing
your fedingshelpsdleviatethe
pain and sense of isolationthat
accompaniesgrieving.
» Makedecisionsand take
actionsthat constructively dlow
youto grieve. Take advantage of
respite care, adult day care,
home hedlth servicesand willing
neighborstoassistinyour
caregiving respongbilites. Involve
other family members.

(continued on page 3)



CAREGIVER LIFELINE 2

A caregiver talks

A Female Caregiver from Dane County

am aweekend
caregiver for my mother. My
sister takes care of her during
theweek and | driveup every
Friday evening to spendtime
with Mother andto givemy
sister somerespitefromthe
responsibility shecarries. Some
weeks| seelittlechangefrom
thepreviousvisit, but lately there
seemsto bemarked differences
inMother’sability to do many of
thesmall persond tasksthat she
had been doing for herself. She
had troubl e buttoning her
swester and couldn’t do all of
thestepsin cleaning her eye-
glasses. Whilewatching televi-

Especially for you.

sion, she became confused by
the controlson theremote.
During my last visit, sheeven
seemed to havetrouble remem-
beringmy namewhen| first
arived.

Onmy way home Sunday
evening, | suddenly wasover-
comewith great sadness. |
remembered dl of thetimesmy
mother had been therefor me
when | needed her-the good
advice she gave me, the support
when | wasdiscouraged, the
laughter and companionshipwe
had enjoyed. She had dways
beentheperson| could rely on.
The sudden awarenessthat she
would never again bethat person
for mewasoverwhdmingly

panful.

When| got home, | caleda
member of the support group |
had attended when my husband
died. Wetalked about the
changes| amexperiencinginmy
relaionshipwith my mother. My
friend hel ped me understand that
eventhough Mother istill here, |
amgrievingfor themany losses
that caring for Mother has
brought forward. Our conversa-
tion gave me perspectiveon my
emotionsand helped me prepare
for futurelosses. It also mademe
determined to makethe most of
thetimethat we haveto build our
new relationshipwhilel gradually
let go of theperson | have

known.

Monica Deignan, M.S.S.\W.; Manager, Elderhouse; Meriter Retirement Services

Guiltisanemotion that often
affectscaregivers. Guilt canbe
defined astheend result of other
uncomfortablefedings. Some-
timesguiltiswhat wefed when
wearestruggling to deny our
truefeelings. Oncewe can admit
thesenegativefedingsexis, itis
eas er to understand and accept
them asan appropriate response
toour caregiving Situation.

Somecommonfedings
caregivershave described
indude:

* Resentment. Caregiversmay
resent having to shoulder the
additiona burden of caregiving.
Though they try to do their best,
they may be ashamed that they
cannot do moreand may resent
theloved one. Recognizingthis
fedingmay makeiteaserto
accept help, totapinto available

services, and to set moreredlistic
expectationsfor oneself.

* Anger. Thecaregiver may feel
anger toward the parent or
spousewho hasbecomefrail
andisnolonger ableto provide
carefor them. Angerisavery
natural reactiontothisreversa in
roles, and onceit isrecognized,
thecaregiver canlook elsewhere
for needed support.

* Grief. Itisnormal to experi-
encegrief whenaloved one
undergoesthegradual loss of
physica and/or menta capabili-
ties. Caregiverscan better deal
with the profound sadness of
lossif they alow themselvesto
namethelossandtogrieveforit.
* Fear. If caregiversfear their
ownaging, thephysica decline
of aparent or spouse can be
very thregtening. If caregivers.

cannot facetheir own mortality,
how can they accept their loved
ones agingandimpending
deaths?

Theseareafew of the
common fedlingsthat cantrigger
guiltincaregivers. By recognizing
thesefedlings, caregiverscanfree
themselvesfromguilt and get on
with caringfor their loved ones
andfor themsdlves.

Thought for thisissue. . .

Grief teachesuswhat is
important. It makesthe
joysmorejoyous, the
SOrrows more acute-not
only one'sown but those
of others. And so one
growsinempathy, andin
compassion.

-Laurie Graham
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Caregiver responds

My sister recently
suffered a stroke,
which left her unable
to speak or walk.
While she seems up-
lifted by my paging
through our child-
hood photo albums
with her and telling
family stories, | often
feel very sad and
lonely afterwards.
What can | do to feel
better?

Itisgoodthat youredize
what action triggersyour sad-
ness. Grief often accompanies
change. Sharing family memories
with your sister may causeyouto
grievefor what you havelostin
termsof therelationshipyou

enjoyed. Her health changesmay
sgnd theendtothelifethat you
shared, and you aremourning
that loss. Be honest with your
sster asyou shareyour family
history by letting her know that
you missthosetimes, but a so
how muchyou treasurethem.
Perhapsoneof her health care
providerscan put youintouch
with other caregiverswho are
experiencingsmilar losses.
Mutual support may easeyour
pain and helpyoufind positive
waysto deal with your loss.

Through my local
Alzheimer’s chapter, |
have been attending
a support group for
caregivers. At our
last meeting, we
touched on the grief
process that many

caregivers begin
while caring for their
loved one. Can you
tell me more?

Grief often occursin stages,
and caregiversof loved ones
who have Alzheimer’ sexperi-
encelossof the person that they
knew andloved. Asthecare
receiver becomes more depen-
dent, itisnolonger possibleto
maintaintherdationship a
previouslevels. AsAlzheimer’s
progresses, caregiversmay
mournthisgradua lossof their
loved onesasthey knew them.
Their grief processisvery red
becausetheir lossesarevery
real. Itisgood that you havethe
support of otherswho under-
stand what you are experiencing
andthat you, inturn, also can
lend your support to others.

Grieving while caring (continued from pg.1)

* Try to put thelossesyou are
experienceing into thewider
context of meaning andfaith.
Unhealed grief canleadtoan
“infectionfothesoul” that leads
to bitterness, cynicism, and
despair. Reinvestinlifein hedthy
and congtructivewaysthrough
the contest of meaning andfaith.
* Seek out otherswho arefacing
amilar experiences. Some
caregivers support groups
provide education and suportin
copingwiththechalengesyou
faceasacaregiver.

* Recognizethat grief for the
changesyou areexperiencingis
not an admission of failureon
your part, but areflection of your
loveand carefor lifeitsalf. When
someoneyou loveisnolonger
the person you knew and be-
comesanother person, itis
normal to grievefor your loss.
Nevertheless, the pain of change
can bean opportunity for
growth. Who you becomeinthe
changesinyour lifeisyour
choice.

Grief isaconstant companion for
caregiversasthey experience
profoundlossesintheir ownlives
» The gradual loss of their
loved one through physical
and/or mental changes, pos-
sible loss of their home, loss
of alifestyle or social involve-
ment. As caregivers we are
better able to deal with these
losses if we acknowledge and
grieve them, and move ahead
with caring for our loved one
and for ourselves.
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