The Rewardsof Caregiving

all Gibson Hunt, who directsthe
GNeti ond Alliancefor Caregiving

(NAC) inWashington, D.C., ad-
monishesthat caregiving isnot apathol -
ogy. Even though caregiversdo experi-
ence stress levels higher than those in
thegenera community; and eventhough
they often report painful emotional,
physicd, socid, and financia chalenges,
most still express great satisfactionin
being calledto care.

Hunt’s organization, along with
LifePlansInc., recently conducted the
MetL ife Study of Employed Caregivers.
It found that employees caring for eld-
erly or sick relativeswho havelong-term
careinsuranceareamost twiceaslikey
to stay intheworkforce asthose caring
for relativeswithout it. Employeesaso
reported more quality timeand compan-
ionship and less stress with hands-on
caregiving.

“We seethat employeesare happier
and less stressed when long-term care
insuranceisthereto help them pay for
in-home care, respite care, and inciden-
tals to alleviate the work of the
caregiver,” says Joyce Ruddock, vice
president of MetLife'sLong-Term Care
divison.

This study shows that when adult
children are able to plan ahead by as-
suring their parentshave purchased long-
term care insurance, then caregiving
doesn’tinterferewith their ability to be
productive, healthy employees. Baanc-
ingwork and family responsibilitieswith
a long-term elder care plan in place,
theseadult children areableto enjoy the
rewardsof caring for aloved one, rather
than suffering only the strains.

In an earlier NAC survey,
caregiversreported their biggest reward
was knowing that the recipient waswell
caredfor. Caregiversaso saidthey were
happy, he pful, grateful, thankful, and lov-
ing. Thesearenot uncommon sentiments
among caregivers. In fact, many are

ableto baancethe negativeand the posi-
tivewithfluid grace.

How? They do so by maintaining a
positive attitude, accepting each day as
it presents itself. Staying open to life
through major changeisakey element
inmaintaining joy and health during this
midliferiteof passage. Especially when
the caregiver valuesherself asmuch as
theonesheiscaring for, thisbecomesa
sacred journey for everyoneinvolved.

Filmmaker Elizabeth Sung, who
cared for her brother with AIDS, found
that caregiving inspired her tofollow her

- Keegpitsmpleby askingfor helpand
delegating responsibilities.

- Learntoset limitswithout putting oth-
ersout of your heart.

- Bélievethat your best isgood enough.

- Remember that you areasked to care,
not to martyr.

Caregiving isachallengethat most
familieswill faceat somepoint, soitis
critical to become aware of issuessuch
asfinances, insurance, and housing, and
to plan ahead wherever possible. From
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dreamsof directing and act-
ing rather than to dwell in
grief. She says, “There is
nothing moreimportant than
letting peopleknow they are
loved. The caregiving jour-
ney islikebeingrebornagain
and again becausewhenyou
aretaking care of someone,
you are like aguardian sol-
dier. Inashort timeyou be-
come strong beyond what
you are usually capable of
doing. Out of those experi-
encesyou seelifeand death
as a part of the process of
life; thereisno limit to any
oneof us. Lifeisabout giv-
ing.”

Caregiving is most re-
warding when familieswork
together. Even so, any
caregiver can maximizethe
journey by following these
principles:

- Educate yourself as to
community resourcesand
programs.

- Keepthelinesof commu-
nication open among all
family members.

- Taketimefor yoursdf, es-
pecidly tofollow principles
of good hedlth.
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amore persond perspective, caregiving
can be a special time to build inner
strengthsand to heal relationships. By
stretching our heartsto flow with change,
caregiving can becomeamidliferite of
passage leading to anew sense of vital-
ity and compassion.

As Marin County choreographer
Allan Scofield says, “It'ssuch abig pro-
cess. It'sawalk into what you thought
wasadark and unfamiliar land, but you
find out it’syour living room. It’sin be-
tween picking up your kid from school
and going to work thenext morning. You
will havefrustrating timesbut if you're
not established in the poignancy of be-
ing here, then you really missthe boat.
Caregiving for my father isprobably the
greatest gift | could havegotten: tolove
and blessmy life.”

For moreinformation and free bro-
chureson long-term care planning, con-
tact the CaliforniaDepartment of Health
Services, California Partnership for
Long-Term Careat (800) CARE445.

Beth Witrogen McLeod isa journalist,
speaker, and consultant on caregiving,
spirituality, and wellness at midlife.
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The Spiritual Journey of Love, Loss,
and Renewal” (Wiley, 2000).




