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Pat Hagan (center) listens during an Alzheimer’s disease support group at Alzheimer’s San Diego on July 3.
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SUPPORT TEAMS WORTH A TRY, EVEN IF YOU THINK YOU’RE TOO BUSY OR TOO SHY

Y

BY MICHELE PARENTE

ou’re busy being a caregiver, but people recommend you join a support group. Or you hate the idea of sharing your feelings with a bunch
of strangers, but you are so lonely. What should you do? ■ Listen to the experts: Barry J. Jacobs, a member of AARP’s Caregiving
Advisory Panel, clinical psychologist and family therapist, has written about the many positives of attending caregiver support groups.
David Susman, also a clinical psychologist, published a list: “9 Benefits of Support Groups.” Here are the key benefits cited by each.
SEE SUPPORT • E4

“Many people benefit simply from listening to other people’s stories and perspectives, and from learning
new approaches to their own caregiving situations.” Barry J. Jacobs, clinical psychologist and family therapist

YOUR GUIDE TO THE DEBATE ON
THE FUTURE OF HEALTH CARE

V E R O N I C A M I T C H E L L Caregiving Advice

Get good at making decisions;
it’s what you do all day long
When you work a full-time job,
have a family, a life and you’re a
family caregiver, you are making a zillion decisions a day.
So honing your decisionmaking skills to make
them some of the sharpest tools in your toolbox
is going to be a great
help. Many people make
decisions hoping things will
get better, or at least settle down,
and then ultimately go back to
normal. Well, folks, most of the time,
there is no normal, and whatever
the conditions are, they change all
day long for caregivers.
It’s a good practice to put some
systems in place. What happens if
we need to go to the ER? Who picks
up the kids from school? Where are
the medical documents we need?
Having standing operating procedures to move quickly and make
better choices is going to make your
caregiver life easier and keep your
stress under control.
There are 46 million unpaid
family caregivers in the United
States. Let that number sink in for a
minute. They are members of families, communities and work groups.
The unpaid family caregiver is
paying out of pocket for many expenses related to caregiving, including using up vacation time. All this
data should be included in decisions about caring for someone else.
Sometimes, you can be doing
everything “right,” (ie., using all the
time-saving tips, getting help with
some of your caregiver duties, tak-

BY DENA BUNIS, AARP
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It’s a good practice to put some
systems in place. ... Having standing
operating procedures to move quickly
and make better choices is going to
make your caregiver life easier.
ing time for yourself), but you still
can’t make ends meet each month
or your own health is suffering or
any number of other troubles.
There are so many caregiver
situations where all the resources,
digital apps and assistance won’t
make things better and hard decisions must be made to stay afloat.

I’ve seen families experience
tragedy and — because they
didn’t have contingency plans,
weren’t flexible enough and didn’t
communicate effectively — everything just fell apart. I’ve seen
families get so caught up in caregiving, they didn’t keep talking
SEE DECISIONS • E3

Voters have made it clear that
having access to affordable health
care is among their top concerns,
and politicians are finally responding. In recent months,
several health care reform
bills have been introduced
in the U.S. Senate and
House of Representatives. All share the goal of
helping
more people get
coverage at a
lower cost, but
each reaches that
objective in a
different way.
Several things
to keep in mind:
• Nothing big is
likely to happen
soon. The legislative process has
barely begun on
these bills. Few
hearings have
been held, and we
don’t yet know the
cost or impact of
most of these
ideas.
• Congress is split politically.
With Democrats in control of the
House and Republicans in the
majority in the Senate and in
charge at the White House, don’t
expect any major action on this
before the 2020 election.
• Meanwhile, the Affordable
Care Act (ACA) remains law
(though court challenges continue), Medicare and Medicaid will

carry on as is, and most workers
will still get health insurance
through their employers.
So why pay attention to these
proposals? Because you will hear
a lot about them as the 2020 presidential and congressional campaigns move into high gear, says
Tricia Neuman, a Medicare expert at the nonpartisan Kaiser
Family Foundation. Democratic
presidential candidates will be
talking about
which approaches
they most favor.
And Republicans
will be asked
whether they still
want to repeal the
ACA and how they
would replace it.
For the record,
AARP has not
taken a position on
any of the major
overhaul proposals
and will not do so
before they are fully
examined. But
AARP intends to
hold true to its
position that any
changes cannot
erode benefits or harm Medicare,
and that they should benefit all
Americans over age 50, both in
terms of reducing costs and improving access to care, says David
Certner, AARP’s legislative counsel and legislative policy director.
Here are answers to several
questions about the current
health care reform debate.
SEE FUTURE • E2

So why pay
attention to
these proposals?
Because you will
hear a lot about
them as the
2020
presidential and
congressional
campaigns move
into high gear.
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Jacobs:

• Support groups help
caregivers develop a trusting,
convivial rapport that increases a sense of social
support and decreases the
likelihood of loneliness and
depression.
• Caregivers can talk
“shop” — comparing notes on
their spouses’ cognitive
deficits, for example, or sharing strategies for managing
difficult behaviors and mastering insurance forms. They
can commiserate about
crowded medical offices and
tardy home health aides.
• Group members validate one another’s experi-
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Susman:

• Realizing you are not
alone
• Expressing your feelings
• Learning helpful information
• Improved social skills
• Gaining hope
• Reducing distress
• Increased self-understanding
• Helping others
• Affordability

Reasons caregivers might be
reluctant to join a support group,
in Jacobs’ words:
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for the many who are introverted among us. But there’s
no requirement for group
members to pour out their
hearts. Many people benefit
simply from listening to other
people’s stories and perspectives, and from learning new
approaches to their own
caregiving situations.

“I’m doing fine. I don’t need
support.” Even when this is

true for a caregiver in a given
instance, it doesn’t mean it
will remain true as caregiving
goes on for months and years.
Support groups give caregivers ideas for sustaining
themselves in order to continue coping well. But sometimes the very idea of accept-
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ing “support” makes caregivers concerned that others
will judge them to be struggling. For these caregivers, it
may be more appealing to
attend caregiver education
groups, at which an invited
speaker presents a topic of
interest, such as stress management or dealing with
Medicare. In those groups
there are typically discussions among attendees after
the presentation, through
which caregivers still gain
support.

“How can I get to a support
group when I’m so busy taking
care of my loved one?” Many

agencies try to overcome this
objection by providing simultaneous caregiver and carerecipient support groups or
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activities in different rooms.
Another increasingly popular solution is for caregivers
to become involved in online
support groups from the
comfort of their own homes.
Research has found that
online groups provide the
same positive effects as
in-person groups when it
comes to emotional support
and validation, if not the
same opportunities for local
networking and face-to-face
contact.

Learn more:

• Local help. The county’s
Aging and Independent
Services’ Family Caregiver
Support Program contracts
with the Southern Caregiver
Resource Center to provide
support groups to care-

Family Home Agency

givers. Contact SCRC at
(800) 827-1008. For those
caring for someone with
dementia: Alzheimer’s San
Diego offers regular support
groups. Contact: (858) 4924400 or alzsd.org/services/
support-discussion-groups.
Both organizations also offer
educational classes for those
not ready to join a support
group.
• National resources:
Eldercare Locator, a public
service of the U.S. Administration on Aging, can connect
caregivers to services. Contact: (800) 677-1116. AARP has
a Caregiving Support Line.
Contact (877) 333-5885.
michele.parente@sdunion
tribune.com • Twitter: @sdeditgirl

Group support can
transcend the
meeting itself.

GETTY IMAGES

DON’T GO IT ALONE; WHERE TO LOOK
FOR A CAREGIVER SUPPORT GROUP
BY MICHELE PARENTE
When Cheryl Jarvis was
looking for help in dealing
with her mom’s care a few
years back, she turned to the
Southern Caregiver Resource Center and Alzheimer’s San Diego.
In addition to other
services, Jarvis used both of
the groups’ extensive support group networks. Jarvis
said the support she received transcended the
actual meetings, with other
caregivers becoming more
like family than some of her
actual family members.
And, she noted, with a
laugh, nothing better reminded her of how good she
had it than going to support
group and hearing how bad
others had it.
Where to start: A multitude of places offer caregiver
support groups, from caregiver service organizations
to disease-related associations and even private memory-care facilities.
• If you’re already working with a caregiver services
organization, for respite
care, for example, ask them
about their support program.
• Hospital, VA and carefacility social workers can
also recommend support
groups.
• If your parent lives at a
long-term care community,
ask if they offer support
groups for family members.
Sometimes groups will hold
meetings at assisted living
facilities; sometimes the
facility itself coordinates the
support group and provides
the facilitator or counselor
who runs it.
• Most disease-affiliated
associations have regular
support groups around San
Diego County and post the
schedule on their websites.
Some of the groups are
limited to people with the
disease; make sure to ask
about groups for family
caregivers.
• If you’re working with a
geriatric care manager, ask
him or her to recommend a
support group.
• Senior centers, adultday care centers and
churches are also places
that may hold support
groups.
• Check out national
resources: Eldercare Locator, a public service of the
U.S. Administration on
Aging, can connect caregivers to services. Contact:
(800) 677-1116. AARP has a
Caregiving Support Line.
Contact (877) 333-5885.
Keep in mind: While
some caregiver support
groups are helpful to anyone, there are groups that
focus on the specific challenges of a caregiver. Exam-
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“I don’t feel comfortable
talking in groups.” This is true

SPOTLIGHT

TU

ences and even their negative
feelings. Even if a caregiver
doesn’t express it, it is useful
to hear that another person is
struggling with the same
thing; it makes them a more
resilient caregiver.
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ples includes support
groups for spouses, adult
children of aging parents,
military caregivers, Spanish
speakers or men’s support
groups.
A sampling of places
that offer support groups:
• The county’s Aging and
Independent Services’
Family Caregiver Support
Program contracts with the
Southern Caregiver Resource Center to provide
support groups to family
caregivers. Contact SCRC
at (800) 827-1008 for more
information.
• For those caring for
someone with dementia:
Alzheimer’s San Diego offers
regular support groups.
Contact: (858) 492-4400 or
alzsd.org/services/supportdiscussion-groups.
• The San Diego-based
Pacific South Coast chapter
of the National Multiple
Sclerosis Society can be
reached at (800) 344-4867.
• The newly revived
Parkinson’s Association of
San Diego offers support
groups. Contact: (858)
999-5671.
• The American Cancer
Society has a caregiver
support group list that’s
searchable by ZIP code.
Cancer patients and caregivers can also create an
online support group
through MyLifeLine.org.
The American Cancer Society has developed a downloadable Caregiver Resource Guide at cancer.org/
treatment/caregivers.html.
For more information, call
the ACS Mission Valley
office at (619) 682-7410 or the
Cancer Helpline at (800)
227-2345.
• The ALS Association
Greater San Diego Chapter
has regularly scheduled
support groups. Contact:
(858) 271-5547.
• The George G. Glenner
Alzheimer’s Family Centers,
which operates adult daycare centers in Encinitas,
Hillcrest and Chula Vista,
conducts five weekly or
biweekly support groups.
They are held at their three
locations, as well as at offsite locations in Escondido
and National City. The
group meetings are free and
open to any caregiver for
someone with Alzheimer’s
or other dementia, not only
Glenner program participants. Contact: (619) 4201703.
• Stellar Care Memory
Care Community hosts an
Alzheimer’s San Diego
support group for residents’
family members every first
and third Tuesday of the
month at 6:30 p.m. Contact:
(619) 287-2920.
michele.parente@sdunion
tribune.com • Twitter: @sdeditgirl
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Advanced Treatment Options
for AFib

If you’re living with atrial ﬁbrillation, there are new
treatments that may reduce your dependence on
blood thinners and improve your quality of life.
Sharp HealthCare invites you to a free seminar
where cardiovascular doctors will discuss these new
advancements and answer your questions. 6 to 8
p.m., July 23 at Sharp Memorial Hospital. To register,
visit sharp.com/aﬁb or call 1-800-82-SHARP.
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July

Your Health is in Your Hands –
Healthy Habits for Cancer Prevention

Did you know that more than 1.7 million Americans
will be diagnosed with cancer this year? Attend a free
workshop at the Mira Mesa Library to learn steps you can
take to reduce your cancer risk. Register at sharp.com/
citywellness or call 1-800-82-SHARP (1-800-827-4277).

