
When Your Distress Brings Me Down (and what I can do about it) 
 

If this rings true for you, welcome to the real world. Think of distress almost as a 
barometer: the more you are going up and down with the other person in synchronicity 
(roller coaster) the less resilient you are. And as a caregiver it becomes even more 
valuable to learn how to deal with this difficult issue and untangle yourself from your 
care recipient’s distress.  

Perhaps one of the most useful bits of information is to realize that everyone has the 
right to feel what they feel and think what they think. And as long as their behaviour is 
not illegal, they also basically have the right to do what they do. 

A good question to ask yourself is: “Do you agree with this?” What happens when you 
reverse it, and ask yourself: “Does this apply to me?” 

Another useful bit of information is to recognize that people are separate entities. In 
other words, what you feel is what you feel and not what I feel; what you think is what 
you think and not what I think; how you behave is how you behave and not how I 
behave. Though this might come across as rather simplistic, recognizing boundaries are 
crucial for relationship health and well-being. An excellent book on this is Boundaries by 
Anne Katherine. 

I encourage you to remember a time when you were better able to witness another 
person’s distress and not be brought down by it. Focus on how you were more resilient 
at that time, because it is your resiliency that allows you to be a more compassionate 
and healthy caregiver. One of the first things that you can do after realizing that their 
distress is theirs is to take care of yourself so that you can compassionately care for 
another and move beyond riding on their roller coaster. 

Another good question to ask yourself is: “How does me being down help this 
situation?”  

When I counsel people and let them know that the highest form of respect they can give 
another is to allow the other person to have their own feelings and not take them away, I 
get a variety of responses. Usually stunned silence at first. Do you remember a time 
when someone allowed you to have your own feelings and how you felt? Now that took 
chutzpah! Guts! Strength! Resiliency! Intestinal fortitude! … 

Are you ready to take a giant leap of faith and witness another? Family caregiving is 
uniquely rewarding and distressing and you matter. 
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