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Caring for Caregivers

By Christina Pernambuco-Holsten, Monday, November 18, 2013

Summary

Clinical psychologist Allison Applebaum talks about therapy options for people caring for

cancer patients.

When clinical psychologist Allison J. Applebaum arrived at Memorial Sloan

Kettering as a fellow in 2010, her work focused primarily on individual cancer

patients receiving therapy through the Counseling Center. She had been

encouraged to “take a broader look at our offerings,” however, and soon she was

struck by another group who might benefit from her expertise: people caring for

loved ones with cancer.

As she tells it, “I began to really take notice of the caregivers who remained behind

in the waiting room, and then one day it dawned on me: There were literally

hundreds of distressed caregivers walking around our hospital who might not be

getting the help they need.”

To address this gap, Dr. Applebaum started Memorial Sloan Kettering’s Caregivers Clinic in November 2011, with the support of her mentor, Acting

Chair of the Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, William S. Breitbart. The first of its kind in the nation, the clinic provides individual and

group psychotherapy, using a variety of approaches, to people caring for Memorial Sloan Kettering patients.

In this Q&A, Dr. Applebaum, who completed her fellowship and joined the staff in August 2013, talks about the complexities of caregiving, support

available to caregivers and families, as well as several of her research initiatives for caregivers.

What are some of the common challenges caregivers experience? When is it time for a caregiver to
seek help?

Providing care to a loved one with cancer is a full-time job, one that is often performed in addition to paid employment and other important

responsibilities, such as child care. As a result of the multiple demands caregivers face, many experience what we call caregiver burden, a term that

refers to the multidimensional distress experienced by caregivers.

Symptoms of burden can range from mild distress and fatigue, to feeling overwhelmed, exhausted, or irritable, to severe anxiety and depression.

Notably, rates of anxiety and depression are often higher among cancer caregivers than among the patients for whom they provide care. Many

caregivers feel that they did not have a choice to take on the caregiving role, and as a result, experience feelings of guilt, resentment, or remorse.

It’s important for caregivers to recognize the signs and symptoms of caregiver burden. All caregivers will likely experience some symptoms of burden

during the caregiving trajectory – such as feeling fatigued, overwhelmed, or sad – but if these symptoms begin to impair their ability to provide care for

the patient or themselves, it’s time to seek professional support.
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Which types of therapies do you commonly use, and how can they benefit caregivers?

In my work with cancer caregivers, I use a variety of psychotherapeutic approaches, with an emphasis on cognitive behavioral and existential therapies.

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is the most-effective therapy for targeting anxiety and depression among caregivers.

CBT is based on the premise that our emotional experiences are linked to our thoughts and behaviors. Through an exploration of and adjustment in how

caregivers are thinking about various situations, the intensity of negative emotions experienced during the caregiving trajectory can be lessened. I use

CBT techniques to help caregivers manage symptoms of anxiety, whether they manifest as worrisome thoughts, physical symptoms such as shortness

of breath, or depression, which could involve feeling hopeless about the future. CBT is also particularly effective in treating insomnia, one of the most

common and distressing difficulties experienced by cancer caregivers.

I also draw on meaning-centered psychotherapy, an existential therapeutic approach developed by William Breitbart and colleagues. Meaning-centered

therapy helps caregivers remain connected to what they find most meaningful in life despite the demands of caregiving. This approach is particularly

effective in helping caregivers to recognize the critical role of self-care in successful caregiving and their potential for growth, resilience, and even benefit

from this important yet difficult job.
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What are some of the focuses of your research?

My research goals involve the development of psychosocial interventions for patients with cancer and their caregivers. I am particularly interested in

understanding how cancer caregivers make meaning of the caregiving experience, and ways in which mental health professionals can help caregivers

see how the caregiving role may be connected to their larger sense of identity and purpose, their history, and their values.

Caregivers often have demanding schedules, and so one of my interests is in creating interventions that are flexible and accommodating. Many of the

interventions that have been found to be effective require in-person visits that take place over the course of many sessions, and I am looking at ways to

adapt these into shorter interventions that do not require an in-person visit to the office. For example, I am currently collaborating with the American

Cancer Society to develop a web-based version of meaning-centered psychotherapy that can be self-administered.

I am also investigating the unique experience of burden in caregivers of patients with particular cancer diagnoses and treatment regimens, such as bone

marrow transplant patients and patients with brain tumors. My hope is to develop targeted psychotherapies that are tailored to their specific needs.

Any family member or friend who is involved in the care of a patient and desires support at any point in the caregiving journey is welcome to make an

appointment with the Caregivers Clinic by calling 646-888-0200. Additional support for caregivers is also offered through programs such as the Virtual

Groups.
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