
When Family Dynamics Change 
 
Caregiving means that roles are changing. This is hard on all people involved. No one 
knows exactly what is to be expected or necessarily what to do. Because of this, self-
care is priceless. 

Shifting roles touches people to the core. Whatever you had assumed your life pattern 
to be, it is in the midst of changing. Definitely it changes in more complex ways that you 
had ever imagined possible. For some people, they were alerted to changes whereas 
others came upon it unexpectedly. In all cases, the situation is more complicated and 
challenging. 

Imagine knowing that you are the sister, wife, daughter, brother, husband, or son and 
that the other person doesn't see, remember, or treat you that way anymore. The 
dynamics are changing and shifting; they are no longer static. 

To simplify is key. To ask yourself questions in order to reflect deeply on your caregiving 
is extremely helpful. Perhaps one of the most useful things that you can do from time to 
time, is to step away from the situation momentarily, and really think about what it is that 
you are experiencing. Taking note of what your reality actually is. Are you now the 
caregiver and no longer as much of a spouse? Are you no longer the youngest but the 
eldest? Have you become the parent? So many changes. Ask yourself how you feel 
about this. Tune into your body and check out the perhaps more subtle responses to 
your new role(s). 

It is important to realize that no matter how much we prepare, there is so much that will 
arise that will be unexpected. However, developing skills to focus on what is important, 
to give yourself space to attend to your sorrow, to realize that this moment in time is the 
most important for the relationship with the person for whom you are caring. 

Whenever we find ourselves struggling, we can realize that this is a clue that our roles 
are shifting. Perhaps they are being honoured, visible, and accepted. Perhaps not. 
Though this sounds simple, it can be very difficult for a variety of reasons: come to 
terms with yourself in the present. If you have, what people frequently call “baggage” 
your situation can be more difficult. I strongly recommend attending to your own issues 
to alleviate your current difficulties. Though others are involved, it frequently is more 
productive if you address your feelings and thoughts and simply notice how the others 
respond. Again, this is all about boundaries and psychologically healing. 

Philosophically you are taking on an extremely challenging role as caregiver. And this 
role can bring you unexpected joy. It can also shake your preconceived notions of what 
should be. As you caregive, you will experience chagrin, humility, creativity, and 
downright humour. You will also experience tremendous compassion, irritation, 
frustration, and possibly even envy, rage, and peace. Your experience as caregiver puts 
you in an on-going learning situation with people you once knew and are now 
continually getting to know. Give yourself a break, and simply be there in the moment. 
Leave the “bigger caregiving treatment plan” in the background so you can be there 



more with the people as they are. 

So, some tools? Take time for yourself daily. Ask yourself how you feel about taking 
over  other peoples duties/roles/choices… Ask yourself how you might feel in their 
situation. Recognize that you will not be perfect, and that is not even the goal. Ask 
yourself what you see as your goal in caregiving. Reach out and connect with others 
who are in similar situations. Reach out and connect with people who are not in a 
caregiving situation. Realize that shifting roles will happen whether you want it to or not 
so it behooves you to recognize which role you are playing at any particular time and 
work at accepting it. 

 

M. Allison Reeves, M.A. is a Registered Clinical Counsellor in private practice in Victoria. She 
works extensively with family caregivers and people living with chronic physical illness or 
chronic pain. (250) 818-0146. Effective August 1, 2012 Allison will be relocating to the Nanaimo-
Parksville area. She is also available for telephone counselling. 


