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Being a caregiver of someone with heart disease is an important role. Caregivers can help patients
cope with new or evolving health issues, feel more positive and hopeful, stick to treatment plans
and help them get well. However, caregivers need support, too. When a loved one has heart
disease, it often affects caregivers both physically and emotionally. It is not uncommon for people
caring for loved ones with heart disease to feel overwhelmed and unsure of how to help. This can
lead to anxiety, depression or sometimes even resentment because your life has been disrupted.
You may at times feel guilty, thinking you are somehow responsible for your loved one’s heart
condition. Then you may feel guilty for feeling resentful or upset. At MHI we’'ve experienced these
issues, too, and have gotten past them with time and support. The most important thing is for you
to realize you are not alone. Here are some tips to make your role easier:

ASK FOR AND ACCEPT HELP

Acknowledging and accepting that you need help can be difficult. Remember, your family and
friends want to help you and support you during this stressful time, so let them! Make a list of
things that need to be done to keep your life running, and be realistic about what you have the time
and energy to accomplish yourself. Keep the list handy, and next time a friend or family member
asks how they can help, pick something from the list. Part of this process is having an honest
conversation about changes in responsibilities and roles in your house hold regarding budgets,
chores, child care and other tasks. Together, talking about solutions to potential problems can help
you manage well as a family.

STAY INFORMED

Heart disease is unfamiliar territory for many caregivers. After treatment, every heart patient
receives recovery information about diet, exercise, medication and activities. Sifting through that
information so that instructions are understood and followed is a big part of your new role and, if
possible, accompany the patient to his or her healthcare appointments so, together, you will learn
and hear more. Strive to be a partner, not the leader, of this journey; you're in this together.

STAY CALM

It's easy to become overprotective of loved ones in heart recovery, as our mission becomes
protecting them from further harm. While that’s normal, it can cause feelings of anger, frustration
and worthlessness if the patient can’t live up to our expectations. Try understanding the recovery
process and be there for support — but don’t overdo it.



AVOID BURNOUT

Burnout occurs when caregivers don’'t get the help they need, or when they take on more than
they’'re able to do, either physically or financially. When you get burned out, you're not able to be
an effective caregiver and run the risk of experiencing your own serious health issues. Watch for
these signs of caregiver stress and get help if you need it:

« Feeling overwhelmed « Becoming easily irritated or angry

« Feeling tired often * Having frequent headaches, body pain or other

« Getting too much sleep or not enough sleep physical problems

« Feeling sad * Abusing alcohol or drugs, including prescriptions

. Losing interest in activities you used to enjoy =~ medications

TAKE CARE OF YOUR HEALTH

When you're caring for a loved one with heart disease, it's easy for your health to become
secondary, but if you aren’t healthy, it's more difficult to care for others. Make sure you see your
own doctor regularly. Avoid skipping meals and eat healthy foods to keep your energy up and get
the nutrition you need. Getting enough sleep and exercise are key to good health, and being out
side in nature is good for your mind and body. Pay attention to your emotional state and contact
your physician or social worker if you're concerned about depression.

GIVE YOURSELF A BREAK

It may be hard to leave your loved one’s side, particularly after surgery or a medical procedure, but
you do really need to get a break — even for just a little while. Taking a break is one of the best
things you can do for yourself as well as the person you're caring for. Whether you find home
healthcare aides to come to your home and provide companionship, nursing services or both while
you take a break, or ask friends and family for help, it’'s important to take time away. When you take
a break, make it count by doing something that will help you truly relax — read a book, take a nap,
go outside in nature — make sure it's something you enjoy.

BALANCING CAREGIVING & WORK

Nearly 60% of caregivers work outside of the home. If you work outside the home and are a
caregiver, you may start feeling overwhelmed. Employees covered under the federal Family and
Medical Leave Act may be able to take up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave a year to care for relatives.
Ask your human resources office about options for unpaid leave. If that’s not an option for you, you
may need to consider other options, such as healthcare aides or other family members to help
support your loved one while you work.

CONNECTING WITH OTHERS

Connecting with those who understand, like members of Mended Hearts®, will help you in your
journey. Every family has its own way of handling a heart diagnosis and the recovery process and
its own support system. For many, it helps to think positively and not assume or assign blame for
anyone’s heart condition.

The Mended Hearts, Inc. has been providing support and education to heart patients and their families since 1951. Peer support has been
shown to improve physical and emotional health of patients, adherence to treatment plans, and aid in the recovery process. For more
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