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With over 25 years as a nurse and as a care-consultant/care-manager, I have had the great 

fortune of meeting hundreds of caregivers.  I continue to be awed by the love and commitment 

these individuals extend to another human being.  I learn new and better ways of caring for my 

clients every day because of caregivers.  It is estimated that 50 million Americans provide care to 

someone 18 years of age or older and 19 million Americans care for someone over the age of 75.  

Typically, but not always, the care receiver is a parent or grandparent. 

The amount of hands-on care provided by these caregivers in the United States plays a 

vital role in our country’s social, economic, and political landscape.  Without these caregivers 

the United States would simply not be prepared to adequately meet the vast numbers of care 

needs upon us.  Unpaid family caregivers make up the largest source of long-term care services.  

In 2008, the Center for Disease Control (CDC) estimated these caregivers provide 90% of all 

long-term care services.  Therefore, it is extremely important we recognize caregivers for the 

valuable community resource they are and assist them in their endeavors as the population grows 

older.  

What does it mean to be a caregiver?  Loosely defined, a caregiver is someone who 

provides assistance with the activities of daily living and medical tasks for someone else.  This 

assistance often involves ALL of the following; shopping, cooking, cleaning, safety checking, 

bill paying, companionship, outings, medication management, transportation, toileting, bathing, 

dressing, scheduling appointments, yard work, communicating with other family members, 

communicating with medical teams, making certain important documents are procured, 

advocating for good health care, and being immediately available or on-call 24 hours per day, 7 

days per week.  Caregivers often do not think of themselves as caregivers, but as loving family 

members doing what they are supposed to do.   

The average amount of time per week a caregiver spends directly assisting another is 20.4 

hours.  This is usually in addition to working, managing their own homes, and caring for their 

own immediate family.  It is not unusual for the total number of hours per week to fluctuate and 

reach 40 hours or more, especially when the person they care for experiences a health crisis.  

Additionally, there are many indirect care needs these caregivers provide, such as home repair 

and maintenance, trips to the pharmacy, pet care, etc. 

Caregiving is a huge responsibility and can be quite stressful.  Research shows 17% of 

caregivers report a health decline after becoming a caregiver and 17-35% of caregivers view 

their own health as fair to poor.  Some of the latest thinking indicates the primary caregiver 

needs eight hours per week in a row to break completely away from the role of caregiver in order 

to replenish and stay healthy enough to continue the caregiver role effectively.   I have found this 

to be true in my 25 year history of helping families navigate through health issues impacting a 

loved one.  A caregiver who can create this time to break away from the role is more likely to be 
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a caregiver who can stay in the caregiving role for the long haul, while being more alert to subtle 

changes in their loved one or their loved one’s care quality. 

In addition to taking eight hours in a row to replenish each week, I have observed several 

ways successful caregivers manage their caregiving role:   

1. Successful caregivers are able to recognize their own limits and take the time they need 

to care of themselves, see their own doctors, take naps, etc. 

2. Successful caregivers build a support system and are willing to ask and to allow others to 

step in and help.  They do not function in isolation. 

3. Successful caregivers know the wishes of their loved one and base their actions on what 

they know their loved one would want if they could do it for themselves. 

4. Successful caregivers find a voice for themselves and for their loved one to advocate for 

quality care and to protect their loved one from those who are not providing 

compassionate, quality care. 

5. Successful caregivers reach out to experts in areas they can benefit from support, such as 

medical specialists, financial advisors, elder law experts, care managers, support groups, 

etc. 

How does a caregiver find the time to figure out how to “find the time” or to do any of the 

other items listed above?   I certainly do not find it useful when someone just tells me what I 

ought to be doing.  I do not want someone to tell me I need to take care of myself, unless that 

someone is also offering to step in and take over my caregiving role for a while so I can take that 

time to do something for myself.  It can be frustrating to hear the advice of others when we are 

busy with the responsibility of another human being.   We usually know what we ought to do 

anyway, but lack the tools/resources to actually do it. 

The solution to successful caregiving, where the caregiver does not compromise their own 

well-being, may reside mostly in the caregiver’s ability to begin to consider the above list and 

reach out to others, especially those with experience in the matter. In this way, they may discover 

ways to stay healthy (and thus more alert as an advocate for their loved one), while going about 

their very important work as a caregiver.   New habits can be forged at any age.  For instance, I 

do not expect my clients will use 8 hours in a row of outside care immediately.  I suggest 

beginning with 2 hours once a week while a friend, sibling, or paid caregiver steps in.  Then we 

work to increase this time gradually and evaluate the impact on the caregiver AND on the person 

receiving the care.  Most often, it becomes a good experience for the care receiver as well as the 

caregiver and a habit is formed.   

We live in a time where we are ever more dependent on caregivers.  How could we as a 

nation handle the enormous number of adults needing care services if the people providing 90% 

of all long-term care services were suddenly unavailable?   These caregivers are essential to each 

one of us.   Chances are good all of us will be a caregiver at one time or another in our lives.  

What follows are some ways to show appreciation for caregivers: 
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 Be careful not to pass judgment on a person’s decision to take on such a big 

responsibility or to judge how they handle the responsibility.  We all have our own 

variables to consider and there is no right or wrong choice. 

 While caregivers can certainly be too busy to participate in the same number of activities 

they once did, it is important not to think they are too busy to hear from friends and 

family.   Continue to make quick phone calls to them or to ask them out for coffee or to 

do any of the things you used to do together.  A new routine will emerge even if scaled 

down and remaining interested in them will be extremely important to their well-being 

over time.    

 Offer to take on their role for even just a short period of time – perhaps set up a regularly 

scheduled (once or twice per month) time to be in their place while the caregiver goes to 

their doctor,  goes out to get clothing items, goes to a support group meeting, or simply 

out to lunch. 

 Arrange a group of people who can take turns bringing a meal one day per week. 

 Visit or call simply to let them talk, guilt-free, to complain, voice anger, express 

frustration and guilt.  Do not stay away from these difficult circumstances. 

 Ask a caregiver specifically, “What can I do for you?”  

 Help them connect to other caregivers over the phone so they can mentor others or so 

others can mentor them. 

We are truly all in this together. 
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