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Introduction

Social Work Experience
 Worked for over 27 years as a clinical medical social worker

 Currently work at the Cancer Caring Center-non profit support agency for 
patients and their families-providing free care-Bloomfield, PA
• Director of counseling-provide counseling/intake calls-psychosocial assessments/resource 

referrals

• Lead support groups-Cranberry general group, Brain Tumor group, Metastatic group

 Find Your Balance, LLC-owner/counselor –Warrendale, PA focus on 
acute/chronic illness, caregiver support, women’s health issues and 
grief/bereavement

Personal Connection with Cancer
 My personal Journey as a Co-Survivor



Who is a Caregiver?

 Are you helping a loved one get through cancer treatment?

 Then you are a caregiver
 Multiple Caregiver-May also be a caring for a parent, child, professional  responsibilities-nurse, MD, therapist, 

firefighter, police officer, home care worker, PT/OT, nutritionist 

 What does “giving care” mean?
 Helping with daily needs

 Helping loved one cope with feelings

 Just being present for your loved one

 While giving care, it is necessary to at times put your own needs and feelings 
aside. But putting your needs aside for a long period of time is not good for your 
health. You need to take care of YOU too!!!! If you don’t you may not be able to 
care for others. 

 Airplane instruction-put your oxygen mask on first!!

 It can be a Marathon not a Sprint-need to pace yourself!!



Journey of a Cancer 
Survivor/Co-Survivor

Cancer Journey is like a Roller Coaster Ride
Seeking to navigate through these four areas:

Fear/Anxiety/Worry Courage

Lack of Control Acceptance

Hopelessness Hope

Sadness Joy

Both Survivor and Co-Survivors experience a wide array of 
feelings throughout this journey
 Sadness

 Anger

 Grief

 Guilt

 Loneliness



Co-Survivor Supporting the 
Survivor

 Going with your loved one to medical visits
 Know how to get there
 Write down questions need to be asked
 Keep a folder of information
 Bring all medicine lists with you

 Talking with health care providers
 Ask questions in different ways
 Ask more or email 
 Let health care providers know your worries
 Confirm the plan of care
 Take notes
 Update providers if your loved one has had changes or new symptoms
 Pain issues

 Let your loved one be your guide-ask them what their needs are and in 
return share your needs as well.



Caring for the Co-Survivor

Compassion Fatigue-is characterized by 
physical and emotional exhaustion and a 
profound decrease in the ability to empathize. 
It is a form of secondary traumatic stress-as 
the stress occurs as a result of helping or 
wanting to help those who are in need.



Tips for Co-Survivors
 Get Educated-chronic exhaustion, reduced 

feelings of empathy/sympathy, dread of caring 
which leads to guilt, irritability, anger or anxiety, 
headaches, trouble sleeping, weight loss, 
impaired decision making, problems in personal 
relationships, poor work-life balance and 
diminished sense of fulfillment

 Practice Self-Care

 Learn Resilience

 Use Positive Coping Strategies-
Yoga/Meditation/Massage

 Keep a Journal

 Set Emotional Boundaries

 Find Outside Hobbies

Talking with someone if your feelings become 
overwhelming-find a therapist

Know that we all make mistakes-no one is 
perfect

Cry or express your feelings

Focus on things that are worth your time and 
energy-let small things go for now

Remind yourself that you are doing the best 
that you can do

Spend time alone to think about your OWN 
feelings



Ask for Support

 Asking for help also helps your loved one
 You may stay healthier yourself

 Your loved one may feel less guilty about your help

 Other helpers may offer time and skills you do not have

 How can others help?
 Help with tasks

 Talk with you and share your feelings

 Help with driving errands

 Find information you need

 Give others updates

 Accept when someone says “No” to helping
 They may be coping with their own problems

 Not enough time

 Not know how to help

 May feel uneasy around people who are sick



Society says in subtle and not-so-subtle 
ways that the healthy loved ones should 
stay quiet, hold down the fort, be a 
martyr, keep a stiff upper lip and keep a 
lid on your emotions.

– Gregg Piburn-Beyond Chaos:One Man’s Journey Alongside His 
Chronically Ill Wife



Caregiving may mean admitting we 
don’t always have the answers or 
know what to do. It means admitting 
our fears, taking time for ourselves 
and getting help when we need it.

• Mel Pohl, Kay Deniston, Doug Toft-The Caregivers’Journey



Types of Co-Survivors

Caregivers seem to fall into two categories:
Those who act out of pity and ignore their own needs

Those who act out of compassion and recognize the 
importance of caring for themselves as well

 The One who cares makes it clear that whatever happens in the 
external world, being present to each other is what really matters.

Henri J. M. Nouwen, Out of Solitude



Caring For Yourself

 Making time for yourself

 Find nice things to do for yourself

 Be active

 Find ways to connect with friends

 Give yourself time off

 Pace yourself

 Talk it over with your loved one

 Join a support group

 Care/Nurture your body

 Find Meaning during Cancer

 Look at life in new ways

 Purpose/Value-bring you closer to loved one

 Feed your soul



Talking with Others
 Your partner/spouse/friend

 Talk about feelings
 Share how you are each coping
 Look at things that are causing you both stress
 Talk about choices together
 Try to be grateful for each other

 Make time to focus on things besides cancer
 Talk about intimacy-partner/spouse

 Managing family conflict in caregiving
 Survivor

 Listen to their needs-let them be your guide
 They are responsible for their own joy-you can provide happy moments
 Acceptance in where they “are” not where you want or think they should be
 Express your needs with “I” statements

 Others
 Understand past can come  back to affect the present
 Differing views
 Money
 Burden of Care
 Resistance to bring in others to inner family circle



Tips to Handle Conflict

 Move past old stuff

 Think before you speak-Respond vs. React

 Don’t hold things in

 Avoid judgments or blame

 Family meeting with mediator-social worker, pastor, counselor, etc.

 Avoid communicating via social media

 Get advice from a professional

 Focus on long term goals

 Take care of yourself

 Practice Fair Fighting Rules

 If you are like most people, you will, from time to time say or do the “wrong 
thing.”When that happens, make amends for it as best you can, and then drop it. What 
matters is that you have attempted to act out of love and compassion and you did the 
best you could.” 
 Janice Harris Lord-Beyond Sympathy



Children/Teen Caregivers

 Tell them about cancer

 Let them know that their feelings are okay

 Tell them the truth with love and hope

 Listen to them

 Stay involved with them

 Children from early ages are extremely perceptive and preventing them 
from sharing their feelings about how their lives have changed can be 
harmful. Given the opportunity, children can become more compassionate 
and can take pride in helping with cooking or other household tasks in 
order to lighten the load. Keep the lines of communication open.



Thoughts to Ponder

 Strike a balance each day

 Focus on your needs too

 Care for yourself while caring for your loved one

 Make time for resting and relaxing

 Life changing events often give people the chance to grow. They may help people 
see what’s most important to them. Many say that caring for someone with cancer 
changed them forever. They used their strengths to support their loved one. And 
they learned more about themselves along the way.



How well people manage lives marked by 
illness depends not on the nature of the 
illness, but on the strength of their conviction 
that life is worth living no matter what 
complications are imposed on it.
– Cheri Register-Living with Chronic illness: Days of Patience and Passion.
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