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Until one has loved an animal a part of one’s soul
remains unawakened.
—Anatole France

Caregiver Chronicles
The Ups and Downs of Caregiving

I

n this issue of Caregiver Chronicles, we address some of the ups and downs of caregiving. As surely as
Summer will pass into Fall, the experience of caregiving will change for individuals in the role. In her article
(page 3), “The Caregiving Roller Coaster,” Jane Mahoney describes how you can recognize some common
emotions before they become problematic, and shares what you can do to center yourself. Some caregivers may
reach a point of “compassion fatigue,” which Caregiver Teleconnection presenter Amy Cunningham identifies as
different from stress or burnout. You can listen to her talk on Caregiver Teleconnection (page 5). If you miss the
live talk, the archived presentations are available on the website here.
We also take a look at some of the pure joys and rewards of caregiving. Caregiver Lori Getter shares the story
of her mom’s journey from deep sadness to a new happiness, thanks to a little fellow traveler named Millie
(page 6). Lori introduced me to the program that made it possible, “Seniors for Seniors,” where senior adults
capable of caring for a pet are paired with a senior pet who might otherwise never find a home of their own.
You’ll also find links to articles on the health benefits of pets for older adults and the important considerations to
take into account (page 7).
Speaking of pure joy, bicycling has been just that for me since I was five years old. I was thrilled to learn recently
that Dane County is now home to “Cycling Without Age Greater Madison.” In 2016, I watched a Ted Talk that had
gone viral and appeared in the Facebook feeds of several friends. Copenhagener Ole Dassow had launched a
program to help Elderly Danes get back on bicycles. I laughed and cried through the presentation and thought I
wanted to be part of that. Clearly lots of other people felt the same! See the announcement (page 8) for details on
how to volunteer or sign up to take a ride! You can view the original Ted Talk, or learn more about the idea for
cycling without age here. It’s an intergenerational gem of a program, and there is nobody who loves to bicycle
who doesn’t identify with the wonderfully free feeling of the wind in your face as you go. To that end, the trishaw
cycles transport riders in the front of the vehicle where they can feel just as they did when they used to ride. The
delight shining from the faces of the riders (and the volunteers) says it all.
Whether you need help to cope with the challenges of caregiving, or are looking for programs to enhance the life
of the person you care for, you are welcome to contact the Dane County Caregiver Program. We’re here to help.

Jane De Broux
Caregiver Program Coordinator
Dane County Area Agency on Aging
608-261-5679
debroux.jane@countyofdane.com
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The Caregiving Roller Coaster
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aring for an older adult can sometimes feel like a roller coaster ride. Much of the time you are filled with joy
and pride as you spend time with your loved one. Then there are times when you feel overwhelmed and stressed
by the challenges of caregiving. Guilt often follows. Then your loved one thanks you for all the work you do and
you feel love and joy once more. These emotional ups and downs often occur during the course of one day. When
you are caregiving, life becomes a rollercoaster that doesn’t stop to let you off!
It is normal to experience a large array of emotions when providing care for a loved one. Caregivers who report
higher levels of satisfaction have learned the skill of managing their negative emotions. They are also able to
focus on all of the benefits of caregiving, including:





Growing closer to their loved one as they spend time together
Feeling enhanced self worth for coping with a difficult situation
“Repaying” their loved one who used to care for them
Having an increased sense of purpose in their life and a sense of achievement

But, no matter how positive a person is, negative feelings will still come around. The first step toward managing
these feelings is to recognize them before they become problematic.
Some common emotions that creep up on caregivers are frustration, anger, fear, and guilt. Some early warning
signs of these feelings may be tension, headaches, and increased impatience. As soon as you recognize negative
feelings heading your way, step back and calm yourself before they take over. The following techniques can be
helpful in keeping negative emotions at bay:








Take some slow, deep breaths
Look at the event in a different way
Try to understand the other person’s perspective
Leave the room for awhile
Remember the good times
Participate in physical activity
Concentrate on the benefits and rewards of caregiving

When you are calm again, think about what triggered the negative emotion and how it could have been avoided.
You can use negative feelings as a catalyst for change. You may find you need more respite care, a change in
routine, an outlet for emotional needs such as a support
group, or to distribute tasks to family members.
Negative emotions may not be pleasant, but they don’t
have to leave you full of anger and frustration. Learn to
recognize the warning signs, calm yourself and initiate
change to prevent it from happening again.
—Jane Mahoney, Older Americans
Act Consultant
Greater Wisconsin Agency on Aging
Resources
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Online Resources
Listen to the Podcast
Animal House: Why Seniors Should Have Pets
GLT’s Sound Ideas by Laura Kennedy, December 6, 2017
http://wglt.org/post/animal-house-why-seniors-should-have-pets#stream/0
“Seniors and pets make a potent combination. Just because we’re older doesn’t mean we can’t care for a pet any
longer.” If the person you care for is cognitively capable, could a pet provide companionship that could make
them less lonely? Pets can also promote exercise (dog walking), and help make social connections.”

Open 7:45 am—4:30 pm Monday through Friday
Call (608) 240-7400
Visit the ADRC office, 2865 N. Sherman Ave., Madison
Website: www.daneadrc.org
Email: ADRC@countyofdane.com

Connecting People with the
Assistance They Need
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Seniors for Seniors—A Caregiver’s Story

M

y mom lost her husband of 67 years in April. It had been a bad year with his cancer, moving from their
house to an apartment, leaving friends, etc. When he died, she went through a lot of grieving and I took her to her
physician right away. She has mild dementia and she was put on antidepressants and some medication to help
with sleep but nothing was working—she really lost her will to live.
We went to the doctor on May 25 and she had recommended that maybe Mom needed a cat. I have two pets,
and my mom has enjoyed them, but at first I immediately said “no.” My mom will be turning 89 soon and I didn't
think my Mom could take care of a pet in her apartment. I happen to volunteer with Community Cat, which is
headquartered in Whitewater, Wisconsin, so I went home that night and sent an email to the rescue coordinator
to see what she thought. Community Cat President Tammy Frahman Neumeister told me about the “Seniors for
Seniors” program that pairs senior cats and sometimes dogs with seniors who are able to take care of them. The
Seniors for Seniors program is run through the rescue. They pull animals from across southern Wisconsin that
are in danger of being euthanized. They also get a lot of older and disabled animals from Chicago Animal Control.
These are cats that likely have little prospect for adoption.
I spoke to my mom and she started getting excited. Obviously, the senior’s family has to be involved to make sure
the cat is being taken care of properly because if it is not a successful match, the cat is returned to the rescue. I
showed Mom photos of a couple of potential adoptable cats that were just pulled from Chicago. Mom saw Millie’s
picture and fell in love! Millie is a ten-year-old senior cat. We filled out the paperwork, and Mom met Millie
that Sunday. I had not seen her smile like that in a long, long time! When we got home, Millie settled in right
away. Mom had never had a cat before and it had been many years since she had a pet but she has been doing
wonderfully! We have taken Millie to the veterinarian and Mom is taking excellent care of her. All she talks about
is Millie and she is soooooo happy! I think it is wonderful because they both needed each other and Millie has
given Mom a reason to get out of bed and take care of her. It is so cute! Millie follows her around all the time and
meows at her.
I know this program might not be for everyone but it has made a huge difference for my Mom. It has prompted
her to take better care of herself. She is sleeping and eating better and is so happy. Another happy development
is that Mom is meeting new people in her apartment building because everyone wants to come meet Millie!
—Lori Getter, Caregiver
For more information on Community Cat:
Phone: (608) 201-3241
Email: communitycat@yahoo.com
https://www.commcat.org/
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Above left: Jean meets Millie for the first time. Above right: Jean and Millie relaxing at home in Jean’s new apartment.
Millie has also helped Jean make new friends with neighbors who enjoy Millie, too. Photos by Lori Getter.

The Health Benefits of Pets for Older Adults
Next Avenue by Ronnie Gordon, March 16 2017
https://www.nextavenue.org/health-benefits-pets-older-adults/

“Research also shows that pet owners (primarily of dogs and cats) can decrease their risk of coronary
heart disease, the most common cause of death of men and women 60 years and older . . . According
to the American Heart Association, studies have shown that pet owners have lower blood pressure and
smaller increases in heart rate and blood pressure in response to stress, lower resting Baseline heart
rates and blood pressure, significantly smaller increases in heart rate and blood pressure in response to
stress, and faster recovery times from stress.”
How to Pick a Pet for a Senior Citizen
Aging Care by Carol Bradley Bursack, Minding Our Elders, Updated September 28, 2017
https://www.agingcare.com/articles/pick-a-pet-for-senior-172923.htm

“While animals can make wonderful companions, they also require care and must be a good match for
their human partner’s personality, functional abilities, and financial situation. Use these pointers to
ensure a senior is up for pet ownership before matching them with the perfect new furry friends.”

Page 7

Caregiver Chronicles

Page 8

According to the Alzheimer’s Association,
almost two-thirds of Americans with
Alzheimer’s are women, and a growing
number of caregivers are men. In addition,
men are sometimes less likely to seek out
social support than women. If you are a man
caring for someone with Alzheimer’s or
Dementia, this new group may be just right
for you. It is an ongoing group on first
Mondays, so if you are unable to make the
first one, feel free to join at any time.
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Caring for the Caregiver Program
AREA AGENCY ON AGING OF DANE COUNTY
2865 N. Sherman Avenue
Madison, WI 53704

Caring for Caregivers

Phone: 608-261-5679
Fax: 608-240-7402
Email: debroux.jane@countyofdane.com
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