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The role of carer can provide great 
satisfaction, but being a caregiver 
can also be very emotionally 
stressful – between a third 
and a half of carers experience 
significant psychological distress.

Those most at risk are familial caregivers who look 
after a spouse, parent, child or other close family 
member. Those who receive care are necessarily 
dependent upon their caregiver. This inevitably 
changes the underlying emotional relationship, 
often raising difficult personal issues about duty and 
responsibility, adequacy and guilt 1.

In 2000, a four-year study of 700 nurses revealed that 
psychological distress was the most consistent predictor 
of which nurse would develop back pain 2. What we know 
from this and similar studies is that our bodies develop 
more symptoms when we have stress and tension in  
our lives.

Most helpful carer strategies

The 9 most popular strategies, found to be very helpful by  
most carers 3. 

•	 Realising the person you care for is not to blame for his or  
	 her position
•	 Taking life ‘one day at a time’
•	 Finding out as much as you can about the problem
•	 Making it a priority to keep a little free time for you
•	 Realising that there is always someone worse off than you
•	 Realising that no one is really to blame for these things
•	 Keeping one step ahead of things by planning in advance
•	 Getting as much help as you can from professional  
	 service providers
•	 Talking over your problems with someone you  
	 can trust



Caregiver burden

Caregiver burden increases when caring for 
people with longer term illnesses. It is also 
higher amongst caregivers of psychiatric 
patients versus chronic medical illnesses. 

One researcher noted that, “caring for a person 
with dementia is associated with significant 
risk to the caregiver’s health and well-being. 
Healthcare providers must recognize that family 
caregivers often present as secondary patients”.

More than a third of dementia caregivers have 
high levels of stress, depression and general 

psychological suffering. They also have poorer 
physical health and take more prescription 

medication 1.

Higher levels of caregiver stress are strongly linked to 
certain behaviours of the person they care for. High-

demand factors include restlessness and night-time 
disturbance. Withdrawal behaviours include apathy, signs 

of depression and decreased social activity. Withdrawal can 
make the relationship feel one-sided, reducing the carer’s 

sense of satisfaction 1.

Factors related to high  
caregiver stress

•   Disturbed behaviour in the care-recipient
•   Withdrawal in the care-recipient
•   Being a wife rather than a husband
•   Being a daughter rather than a spouse
•   Having conflicting roles and responsibilities
•   Having no support from a partner

•   Having no social support
•   Having a narrow range of coping strategies

•   Not using active, problem-solving coping strategies
•   Rating the current relationship as poor

•   Reporting no satisfactions from caring



Measuring caregiver stress

This is a scientifically validated checklist and 
is used to understand how being a caregiver 
is really affecting you 4. Take a moment to tick 
the boxes that apply to you. Scoring 7 points of 
higher means you have a high level of stress and 
your own physical and mental health is at risk.

Sleep is disturbed (e.g. because ____ is in an 

out of bed or wanders around at night).	

It is inconvenient (e.g. because helping takes 

so much time or it’s a long drive over  

to help).	

It is a physical strain (e.g. because of lifting  

in and out of a chair; effort or concentration  

is required).	

It is confining (e.g. helping restricts free time or 

cannot go visiting).	

There have been family adjustments (e.g. because 

helping has disrupted routine; there has been  

no privacy).	

There have been changes in personal plans (e.g. had to 

turn down a job; could not go on vacation). 	

There have been other demands on my time (e.g. from 

other family members).	

There have been emotional adjustments (e.g. because of 

severe arguments).	

Some behaviour is upsetting (e.g. because of incontinence; 

____ has trouble remembering things; or ____ accuses 

people of taking things).	

It is upsetting to find ____ has changed so much from his/

her former self (e.g. he/she is a different person than he/

she used to be).	

There have been work adjustments (e.g. because of 

having to take time off)	

It is a financial strain.	

Feeling completely overwhelmed (e.g. because  

of worry about ____; concerns about how you  

will manage)	



Stress-related symptoms 
in caregivers

Many common physical symptoms are not 
caused by physical damage or disease, but 
instead caused by stress and tension. The 
most familiar example is the headache.

This is a checklist of common stress-related 
symptoms. Take a moment to tick the 
symptoms that you have experienced recently 
or regularly. A higher score indicates that you 

are already expressing psychological stress in 
the form of physical symptoms.

This checklist is for adults. If you are a young carer 
(under 18), please use the checklist on the next 

page which has been scientifically validated for 
younger people. 

Feeling low in energy or slowed down	

Pain in the lower back	

Headaches	

Soreness of muscles	

Hot or cold spells	

Difficulty in breathing	

Numbness or tingling in parts of the body	

Faintness or dizziness	

Pains in the heart or chest	

Heavy feeling in arms or legs	

Weakness in parts of the body	

A lump in the throat



Are you a young carer?

Did you know that there are nearly one million 
carers aged 5-17 years in the UK. The number 
of carers aged 5-7 years has almost doubled in 
the last ten years. This is a checklist of common 
stress-related symptoms for children  
and teenagers.

If you are a young carer, take a moment to tick 
the symptoms that you have had recently or have 
regularly. A higher score indicates that you are 
already expressing psychological stress in the form 
of physical symptoms.

Stomach pain	

Headache	

Weakness	

Low back pain	

Faintness	

Arm/leg pain	

Heart too fast	

Nausea	

What if you score highly?

Knowing there’s a problem is the first step to solving it. Dealing 
with stress doesn’t have to mean changing people around 
us. It’s important to understand that stress is not something 
outside us – stress is a reaction which we can learn to control. 
Expressive writing – also known as therapeutic journaling or 
written emotional disclosure – can significantly improve the 
psychological health of chronically-stressed caregivers 5, and also 
reduce the symptoms of physical conditions ⁶. It simply involves 
writing down your emotions as entirely as possible. You can 
write about difficult times in your life or write an ‘unsent 
letter’ to someone who you have an emotionally charged 
relationship with. It is most successful if you are able to 
release stuck emotions, and reflect thoughtfully and 
optimistically to change how you see your life  
and relationships 5, 7.



The stress response causes us to become very 
narrowly focussed. This evolved as part of a 
survival mechanism to help us escape danger, 
but it can also get us stuck. It can be difficult to 
change our focus when we are feeling stressed 
- just like breaking a bad habit. Take time every 
day to look for reasons to feel grateful. 

Learning is an important part of taking control. 
Simply by reading this leaflet, you’ve already 
begun to learn more about the unique stresses 
faced by carers. You’ve also learned how 
caregiver stress puts you at risk of common 

physical symptoms. And most importantly, you’re 
now learning that you can take control.

“There is no physical health without mental health”.  
In 2008 the UK Government launched a scheme 

called Improving Access to Psychological Therapies 
(IAPT) to provide better psychological healthcare. If you 

want professional help, speak to you GP or search online 
for IAPT in your area.
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Fast Facts

•	 The UK is home to 7 million unpaid carers,  
	 including as many as 700,000 young carers  
	 aged 5-17 years.

•	 The role of carer involves unique emotional  
	 stresses, especially when caring for a  
	 loved one.

•	 Many carers help the person they care for with  
	 physical tasks, putting undue physical stress on  
	 their own bodies.

•	 Unpaid carers risk poorer health, with an  
	 increased risk of mental illness, chronic back pain  
	 and heart disease.
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