
Addressing Compassion Fatigue, Burnout and Codependency in Caretaking 

The great cabaret singer Andrea Marcovicci, whose wheelhouse is great love songs, is notorious for saying, “Why is 
everything about codependency these days? Maybe it’s just love. There is a fine line between codependency and 
love.” She further went on the muse that a song like “Someone to Watch Over Me” could not even be written today 
because Ira Gershwin would be accused of being a codependent enabler! 

All silliness and musings aside, when one is a caretaker, especially in aiding someone with Alzheimer’s Disease, 
dementia, or recovery from stroke, drawing that line can be very difficult. One of the major markers that one has 
crossed into codependent behaviors is when you begin to experience compassion fatigue and/or burnout. What 
does compassion fatigue and burnout look like? These are the major symptoms:  

                                  A dwindling sense of personal and professional accomplishment 

Experiencing compassion fatigue and burnout does not make one a bad, unloving, uncaring person. It is simply hu-
man to experience these feelings and behaviors. The key is recognizing you are in compassion fatigue and burnout 
and to take actions to self-care. This is where the concept codependency comes into play. Some people think that 
codependency is simply putting other people’s needs ahead of their own, but it is so much more profound than that. 
Caroline Smith, MA, LPC is an expert on codependency and helps to treat it and other process disorders at Pine 
Grove Treatment Center in Hattiesburg, Mississippi. She shares, “I have developed a definition of codependency 
that goes to the heart of this behavior. I define codependency as chronic neglect of self.” 

1. Make self-care a priority 

Taking care of yourself is essential for long term caregiving and cannot be an afterthought. Self-care keeps us men-
tally and physically healthy and protects against compassion fatigue. It's not selfish to take time for yourself, and re-
member if you’re run-down, overwhelmed, and have a short fuse, that might present when caring for an older adult. 
When you’re feeling healthy, you’re able to be a better caregiver. Self-care can look like... 
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 Physical and psychological exhaustion 

 Feeling powerless, helpless, or hopeless  

 Getting easily irritated, angry, or sad 

 Ruminating about the suffering of others and resenting the events or people causing the suffering 

 A marked change in your overall hopefulness or spirituality 

 Detachment, emotional numbness, or decreased pleasure in activities 

 Blaming yourself, running yourself down for not having done enough to help a person or persons who are suffering 

 Physical implications like sleep and appetite changeups, frequent bouts of nausea, imbalance, or dizziness 

- Exercising regularly & eating a healthy diet 

- Obtaining outside help for caregiving or household tasks 

- Having a good sleep routine and getting as high-quality 
sleep as possible 

 

- Carving out "me time" each day – even if it’s only 10 
minutes. 

- Researching if there is respite care in your area or through 

the older person's insurance plan.  
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2.  Notice changes in your level of compassion fatigue or burnout and reflect on the feelings      
Quite often the level of stress or anxiety you are feeling is in direct alignment with how well the older person 
you are caretaking is doing. Be especially aware of how triggering it can be when this older person is not 
doing well and step up the levels of self-care. Maybe even do a feeling rating each day and track your com-
passion fatigue levels over time. You will start to see patterns and then can prepare yourself to avoid the 
pitfalls.  

3. Spending time with friends 
An important part of maintaining balance while caregiving is to keep up your social connections. This helps 
prevent feelings of isolation, loneliness, and depression. Grabbing coffee, taking a walk, a Zoom chat, and 
doing a yoga class with a good friend are all ways to take a break, de-stress and reconnect with people who 
care.  

4. Join caregiver support groups 
Connecting with people in similar situations, who truly understand what you’re going through can be a great 
elixir. Onegeneration has a bi-monthly caregiver support group, the first and third Tuesday of each month, 
on Zoom, from 3pm-4:30pm PST. Here is the info: 

Meeting ID: 530 786 2956 

Passcode: 1Gen 

5. Write in a journal                                                                                                                                     
Getting thoughts and feelings down on paper is easy and therapeutic. Plus, writing in a journal is free, takes 
as much or as little time as you’ve got, and can be done anywhere. 

6. Cope with stress in productive and positive ways 
Indulging in eating endless junk food or using drugs or alcohol can be tempting when stressed and over-
whelmed, but these aren’t positive coping techniques. If these are temptations and you know they negative-
ly are impacting your life, put together a list of coping strategies that are productive and healthy. This list 
might include: 

 Taking a walk; hot bath or shower 

 Meditating 

 A short, intensive workout or wind-sprints.  

 Breath work or chakra cleansing yoga 

 Call, text, or visit with a friend 

 Watch a short YouTube or TikTok video that is funny or inspiring 

7. Take up a new hobby                                                                                                                               
Either return to a beloved hobby that was previously enjoyed or take up one that has always held fascina-
tion. Knitting, making stained-glass windows, learning how to make fresh pasta or bread, gardening, etc. 
Hobbies present an opportunity to get back to passions and interests, to take a break from the stress and 
responsibility of caretaking and have a mindful moment.  

8. Speaking to a counselor or therapist                                                                                                  
There is no shame in realizing you simply cannot handle the stress or overwhelm without professional help. 
Reach out d get referrals for a good clinician.  

It’s vital to your health and well-being to recognize the signs of compassion fatigue and burnout and be pro-
active in taking care of your body, mind, and spirit! 



 

Refreshing Twist! 

 

Cucumber-Mint Lemonade Cooler (serves 6) 

 

1 large cucumber 

Juice from 1 large or 2 small lemons (or limes, or combo) 

1 12-oz can frozen lemonade, thawed (limeade can also be used) 

4 cups water 

Ice cubes 

2 cups sparkling water 

Fresh mint, several sprigs chopped into small pieces 

 

Peel the large cucumber and cut into small pieces. Place the cucumber pieces at the bottom 
of a serving pitcher and add the lemon juice and the can of thawed lemonade. Muddle the 
mixture together until it is well-blended. Add the 4 cups of water and mix well, then add a doz-
en or so ice cubes, the two cups of sparkling water and gently blend the whole mixture. Pour 
into glasses and garnish with the chopped mint. Enjoy! 
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