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Caregivers of family members newly
diagnosed with mental iliness at risk for

anxiety

15 September 2014

Researchers at Case Western Reserve University who were the patient's mother, aunt, cousin,

School of Nursing, who studied the emotional
distress of caring for a family member diagnosed
with a mental iliness, found anxiety is high for the
primary caregiver at the initial diagnosis or early in
the course of the illness and decreases over time.

"This finding is significant,” said Jaclene A.
Zauszniewski, PhD, RN-BC, FAAN, the Kate
Hanna Harvey Professor of Community Health at
the Frances Payne Bolton School of Nursing and
study's corresponding author.

She attributes the differences to possibly two
factors: the family member becomes more stable
with treatment or medication, or the caregiver
learns to adapt or cope with the situation over time.

The study also found that women new to
caregiving tended to get depressed and angry
more than those who provided care for some time.
Anxiety symptoms were greater for Caucasians
than African-Americans.

The findings are based on responses from 60
female caregivers, age 18 to 65, about their
experiences when caring for a family member with
anxiety, bipolar disorder, severe depression or
schizophrenia.

The study represents initial steps to examine the
connection between caring for a family member
with a mental illness and the emaotional toll it takes
on caregivers—most of whom are women,
Zauszniewski said.

The more educated the caregiver, the more
resilient to emotional distress and the more likely
the person was to find helpful resources, the study
concluded. And sisters of the people being cared
for reported feeling less anxious than caregivers

daughter, wife or grandmother.

The results were recently published in the Archives
of Psychiatric Nursing.

The researchers recruited women through flyers
posted in Northeast Ohio social service agencies,
churches, coffee houses, libraries and other places.

Each caregiver responded to 10 questions about
her negative emotions experienced during the two
weeks leading up to an assessment, called the
Emotional Symptoms Checklist, Zauszniewski
developed to monitor an individual's emotional
state. The caregivers also provided the age,
diagnosis and other information of the family
member with the mental illness.

The women caregivers had an average age of 46,
while the cared-for person was, on average, 37.
The breakdown in diagnoses was: schizophrenia
(45 percent), bipolar disorder (45 percent),
depression (5 percent) and anxiety (1 percent). The
average length of suffering from mental illness was
a little more than 11 years.

Sixty percent (or 36) of the mentally ill family
members did not live with their caregivers, who
were primarily their mothers.

Yet 68 percent of the caregivers provided direct
support through the individual daily activities and
reported being more angry. About one-third of the
individuals with mental illnesses received indirect
care, such as support and encouragement by the
woman caregiver.

While the study focused on African-American and
Caucasian women, Zauszniewski said a larger long-
term study that includes the emational distress of
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Latino women would provide a broader look at the
experiences of caregivers. A future study would
also examine a caregiver's emotional state over a
longer period of time.

Based on her findings, Zauszniewski believes more
attention should be paid to how the stress of caring
for a mentally ill family member affects the entire
family. She called for interventions for families and
education for future nurses that could benefit both
the caregiver and the cared-for individual with
mental iliness.
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