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The Caregiver’s Compass

FINDING BALANCE AND SETTING
BOUNDARIES

As a caregiver, you often dedicate the majority of your time to supporting loved ones with daily
tasks, such as preparing meals, assisting with eating and bathing, tidying the home, and providing
transportation to appointments. Many do this unpaid, all while juggling full- or part-time jobs. Over
time, the combined demands of caregiving and personal responsibilities can lead to significant
mental, physical, and emotional strain. This stress may increase the risk of chronic health conditions,
making yourself more vulnerable to becoming a care recipient.

That’s why prioritizing mental, physical, and emotional well-being is essential for you, the caregiver. While some adjustments
to your routines are inevitable, your needs shouldn’t be consistently sidelined. To maintain balance and harmony, you must
learn to set boundaries, an important skill for managing responsibilities without sacrificing personal health.

Knowing where to start can be challenging. We recommend reviewing the following signs of caregiver stress and
exploring the practical strategies for setting and maintaining boundaries that can help prevent burnout and preserve
the happiness in activities you enjoy.

SIGNS OF CAREGIVER STRESS

Experiencing stress and burnout is a normal part of life, but caregiver stress can be especially intense and long-lasting. Unlike
everyday stress, which may come and go, caregiver stress is often chronic and can have serious physical and emotional
consequences. Some common signs that you may be experiencing caregiver stress include:

= Persistent fatigue

= Depression, anxiety, or a general sense of disinterest

= |rritability or frustration with caregiving tasks or the care recipient

= Frequent illnesses or infections

= Social withdrawal

= Difficulty sleeping (insomnia)

= Physical and neurological aches and pains

= Unhealthy coping mechanisms, such as alcohol use, smoking, or disordered eating

= Jrritable bowel syndrome (IBS) flare-ups



If caregiving stress has begun to take a toll on your health and well-being, it’s a clear signal that something needs to change.
One of the most effective ways to begin reclaiming your balance is by setting healthy boundaries. Boundaries can help
protect your energy, preserve your mental health, and ultimately make you a more effective and compassionate caregiver.

WHAT IS A BOUNDARY?

“Setting boundaries” has become a buzzword in the mental health and self-care space, but what does it really mean?
At its core, setting boundaries involves defining limits and expectations around what behaviors, communication styles,
and emotional demands you’re willing to accept from others. It’s not about being controlling or selfish; it’s about
recognizing and honoring your limits so you can show up fully for yourself and those you care for regularly.

There is no set roadmap as to what boundaries you must establish as a caregiver, but here are some examples of
goals and limits you can make to help alleviate some day-to-day stress:

= Setting aside three half-hour periods to eat meals

= Scheduling time in the day to exercise

= (Going to bed at a certain time in order to get enough sleep
= Not responding immediately to non-urgent texts

= Setting specific caregiving hours

= Saying “no” to tasks that exceed your capacity

HOW TO COMMUNICATE BOUNDARIES TO OTHERS
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After establishing your boundaries, the next step is to clearly communicate your needs and limitations. Use
statements to express your needs without placing blame. For example:

“[Loved One’s Name], I've been feeling dizzy during the day because | haven’t had time to eat. After you
finish your meals, | need 30 minutes to myself so | can sit down and eat. That way, I'll have the energy to
support you throughout the day.”

This approach is direct, respectful, and considerate of your loved one’s needs, without making you feel like a burden.

Once you’ve set a boundary, you may need to reinforce it more than once, which means consistency in your actions
is key. One of the most powerful tools for maintaining boundaries is learning to say “no.”

Saying “no” can feel uncomfortable, especially when we fear disappointing others or sparking conflict. But using
this word effectively is essential for protecting your peace and honoring your needs. The good news? “No” doesn’t
have to sound harsh or negative.

A helpful approach is to sandwich your “no” between two positive, affirming statements. For example, if a friend
invites you to an event, but you’re feeling drained and need time to recharge, you might say:

“That event sounds like so much fun, and | always enjoy spending time with you all. I'm really sorry, but |
won’t be able to make it this time. ['ve got some other commitments | can’t move around. | hope it’s a blast,
though, and I'd love to hear all about it afterward!”

This way, you’re setting a boundary while still expressing appreciation and care for the relationship.



The most important thing to remember is that the person you’re speaking to has feelings, too. Avoid shutting them out
completely, as that can strain the relationship. At the same time, don’t let your disappointment turn into guilt. Saying “no”
is not inherently selfish. It’s a healthy way to prioritize your time and energy. And over time, clear boundaries help build
mutual respect and deeper understanding between you and your loved ones.

GETTING “YOU” BACK

When you’re deeply focused on caring for others, it’s easy to lose sight of your identity. But being a caregiver
doesn’t define your entire self. You are more than the role you play, and nurturing your interests is essential to
maintaining that truth.

Take time to actively engage in hobbies that bring you joy. They’re not just pleasant escapes. They’re a crucial
part of maintaining your mental and physical health. Whether it’s painting, gardening, reading, or anything else
that brings you happiness, hobbies offer a much-needed outlet to relax, recharge, and reconnect with who you
are outside of caregiving.

Beyond hobbies, it’s important to carve out intentional moments of free time throughout your day. This could be
as simple as taking a walk, listening to your favorite music, or treating yourself to an afternoon movie. These small
acts of self-care can help reduce stress and remind you that you matter, too.

Caregiving can often feel like a thankless job, but your time, energy, and compassion matter
deeply. One of the most powerful ways to protect your well-being is by establishing healthy
boundaries. Boundaries aren’t barriers. They’re bridges to balance. They help you define how you
want to be treated and create space for your needs alongside those of others.

Even with boundaries in place, burnout can still happen. That’s why ongoing support and
resources are essential. To learn practical strategies for preventing caregiver burnout, we invite
you to watch the replay of our webinar, “Preventing Caregiver Burnout: What’s in YOUR Courage
Tool Kit.” In this conversation with Kristi Horner, CFPS/RA, and Jenny Woodworth, LISW, from
Courage to You, a nonprofit offering 1:1 peer support, meditation classes, and weekly support

groups, you’ll discover tools to help you care for yourself so you can continue caring for others.
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https://youtu.be/PdIQgjw0GjY?si=vzORZ1Wu1nVHaLDD
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