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Gaining Confidence in Your Role as a Caregiver

In the superbly acted 2007 movie The Savages, Laura Linney plays Wendy Savage, a single, struggling, middle-
aged woman who, along with her brother (Philip Seymour Hoffman), is suddenly thrust into the role of family
caregiver for her estranged father with dementia. Wendy is initially ineffectual and a bit scattered. Up to that
point, she had approached her work and significant relationships hobbled by insecurities and indecision. She now
feels overmatched by her responsibilities for her dad. But in this feel-good story about personal transformation
through overcoming adversity, she discovers her own capabilities as an organizer and advocate and gains an inner
confidence through caregiving that carries over to every other facet of her life.

Is this Hollywood fairy tale plausible? For the meek, the unassertive and the tentative, the prospect of interacting
with doctors, managing medications and soothing confused and agitated loved ones as the primary caregiver is
daunting. They have doubts about their medical knowledge, physical strength and emotional fortitude. Their lack
of confidence makes them jittery and creates its own bad effects. Their care receivers react to their nervousness
by becoming anxious and more difficult to work with. Other family members, too, sense these caregivers’ appre-
hension and begin second-guessing them, causing them to feel even less sure of themselves.

But in real life, many individuals somehow grow through playing the caregiver role. They learn to do things they
never dreamed they were capable of. They weather crisis after crisis and slowly gain trust in their own determina-
tion and competence. They learn to talk directly and commandingly to doctors, home health aides and insurance
company representatives and face down know-it-all family members. They become stronger, tougher and better
people by the time the caregiving is over.

How can family caregivers achieve such personal transformation and movie-like happy endings?

Approach your caregiving responsibilities with a learning mind-set

The first line of the well-known book Zen Mind, Beginner's Mind reads, “In the beginner's mind there are many
possibilities, but in the expert's there are few.” In other words, beginners are better learners. They are open to
fresh ideas and more willing to take chances and be creative than so-called experts who are constrained by con-
vention. Most importantly, beginners are more self-forgiving. They know they are going to make mistakes and fall
on their faces; they will then pick themselves up with some embarrassment but also new knowledge. Despite
caregivers’ fears, it's highly unlikely that any mistake they make will significantly harm the care receiver. Rather,
the caregivers will self-correct and hone their skills to do a better job over time.

Trust in your personal knowledge of the care receiver

It makes sense that new caregivers defer to professionals’ expertise about their loved one's condition. It doesn't
make sense that they defer to professionals’ expertise about their loved one. Caregivers know the care receiver's
history, hopes and dreams, habits and personality quirks. They know the environment in which they live and the
culture they're from. Most professionals never bother learning any of this. But because most of the chronic and
debilitating illnesses care receivers suffer from aren't fully remediable by medical treatments, what the caregivers
know about the care receiver is what matters most. Caregivers should trust their expertise in this regard and
make their voices heard in hospitals, emergency rooms, and medical and social service offices.

You are your loved one's top advocate

As caring as most professionals are, they still go home at night and largely put their patients and patients’ family



members out of mind. As family caregiver advocate Carol Levine put it years ago, family caregivers are “always on
call,” caring, worrying and doing round-the-clock. There is no one else in the world who is going to care as much
about the care receiver as the family caregiver does. It's crucial to believe that that level of devotion is healing in
and of itself.

Your newly acquired skills will help lead the caregiving team

No family member is a blank slate when he or she becomes a caregiver. But most learn new, previously unknown
skills. They learn to listen carefully to doctors’ hurried explanations. They learn to communicate their own con-
cerns. They learn to navigate a complex health system. They learn to analyze the meaning of their loved ones’
symptoms. They learn to deduce the next best course of action. They learn to guide the care receiver, the rest of
the family and even the health care team.

They also learn about themselves: that they can handle difficult times, that they can do their best and stand
proud. Those are lessons that have value in any walk of life.

Barry J. Jacobs, a clinical psychologist, family therapist and healthcare consultant, is the co-author of Love and Meaning After 50: The 10 Challeng-
es to Great Relationships — and How to Overcome Them and AARP Meditations for Caregivers

https://www.aarp.org/caregiving/basics/info-2019/how-new-caregivers-gain-confidence.html?intcmp=AE-CAR-CLB-EOA2

CAREGIVER LUNCH & LEARN

We had a very successful first Lunch & Learn meeting on May 20, 2022. Thank you to all who came out and partici-
pated. We may not be able to take away your entire burden of caregiving, but the purpose of a Lunch & Learn is for
us as an Agency to help you, the Caregiver, to be less stressed, give you tips and guidance, offer support and other re-
sources as needed. Here is just a snippet of what was discussed:

What is the importance of a Caregiver? A Caregiver can be take on many forms and some of them may include the

following:

* A Caregiver is an Advocate: Sometimes your loved ones are not completely forthcoming with their physical
or emotional needs and tend to downplay their pain when speaking with doctors. Caregivers play an important role in
honest and open communication, acting on behalf of a loved one who cannot speak or will not speak for themselves.

* A Caregiver is a Helper: Whether it is personal care or helping with chores around the home, a Caregiver is
there to ensure that loved one is cleaned, groomed and chores, grocery, bills, etc., are taken care of.

* A Caregiver offers Emotional Support: When faced with a serious diagnosis, a loved one can often be over-

whelmed by emotional and  physical turmoil. Caregivers are tasked with the important duty of providing support and
encouragement for their loved one as well as themselves. Communication is a key in the relationship between a
Caregiver and loved one. Itis important to openly share feelings and remain empathetic to the situation.

* A Caregiver is responsible for Medical Care: Caregivers must be pre-
MARK YOUR CALENDARS FOR THE NEXT

sent, take notes, ask questions and assist loved ones in making decisions with
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the doctors/medical staff. They may also be responsible for administering,
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ordering and picking up medications, providing transportation to appointments
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and dealing with scheduling, bill or insurance issues. Caregivers may also assist

. . . . i . LARGE CONFERENCE ROOM.
with other medical processes such as physical therapy, injections, feeding
LUNCH WILL BE PROVIDED.
tubes, etc.
PLEASE CALL 814-443-2681, EXT. 1232 TO REGISTER.
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