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Taking care of the caregiver

Helping to care for someone with bipolar disorder can be hard. It can be challenging to find the time, energy, and patience to cope. It’s important to realize you can be supportive while still caring for yourself. Remember that you are not alone. Success stories from others show that a diagnosis of bipolar disorder doesn’t have to ruin lives or relationships. Find ways to take care of yourself to help you stay healthy and enjoy your life.

Your support system

Find ways to provide support for yourself even while you are helping someone else. Consider the following:

Stay connected with the doctor or therapist

If the person you are caring for gives permission, the doctor or therapist may be willing to talk with you about your concerns.

Share the care

Find someone to help so you are not responsible for every detail of caring for someone with bipolar disorder. Perhaps someone the patient trusts, such as a sibling, adult child, or close friend, can help.

Join a support group

Sharing your experiences, hopes, and failures with others who care for patients with bipolar disorder may help you cope with your own concerns. 




See a therapist

Counseling for you (and possibly children affected by a sibling’s or parent’s illness) may increase understanding and help you cope.

Plan some activities just for yourself

Go to lunch with a friend. See a movie with family members. Set up a regular time to go to the gym. Or simply take a walk in the park and enjoy the day.

Develop a list of people you can call for support

Include people you meet through support groups, close friends or family, clergy, your medical doctor, or therapist.

Look for resources through work

If you or the patient works, you may have access to special support programs or resources as part of your

employee health benefits package. Talk to your Human Resources representative to find out what resources are available.

One of the ways you can help someone with bipolar disorder is by taking care of yourself and your own needs.
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“I think it is hard for anyone to admit that someone in your family has a mental illness, and then knowing how to deal with it. You know, you have to put up with what I used to commonly say is a lot of abuse, and write it off as ‘She can’t help it; she’s sick.’ It is not them that you used to know when they do these things, but they still look the same.” 







–Julie, sister of a person with bipolar disorder

Helping someone with bipolar disorder

For families and friends, a diagnosis of bipolar disorder can be difficult to accept, but it can also be a relief. Finally, a reason for the unpredictable mood swings has been identified and treatment can begin. While it’s important for a person with bipolar disorder to be active in their own care, your support can be valuable in helping them find stability and cope with their condition.

Your help can make a difference

· Learn about the disorder, its causes, and its treatment. Talk to the doctor, if possible.

· Learn to recognize the warning signs of mania (extreme highs) and depression (extreme lows).

· Symptoms can creep up, and you may notice them before the patient does. If you notice symptoms, talk to the patient in a caring manner and suggest a visit to the doctor.

· Encourage the patient to stick with treatment. If treatment doesn’t seem to be helping, or if side effects are severe, encourage the patient to talk to his or her doctor. If things still don’t get better, consider encouraging a second opinion.

· Work with the patient to help him or her keep doctor appointments. Help make a list of the patient’s medicines (include the name of the medicine, how much to take, when to take it, how to take it, and what it treats), doctors, and phone numbers.

· Help monitor medicine use —it can be dangerous to stop or restart a medicine without a doctor’s advice.



· Use of alcohol and street drugs can make symptoms worse. Help the patient understand the consequences.

· If the patient has a mood episode and feels your concern is interference, remember that this is not necessarily a rejection of you, but a symptom of the illness.

· Do things with, rather than for, a person recovering from an episode. 

· Consider using periods of stability to agree to certain safeguards. This can include hospitalization or withholding credit cards, car keys, or banking privileges. Be aware that during an episode, the patient may not comply with the agreement.

· Bipolar disorder is a chronic, lifelong condition, but with appropriate treatment there is hope. Your support can make a difference.

How much help is too much?

· Am I being protective—or overprotective?

· Should I pay off credit card debts from a hypomanic spending spree?

· Which of my actions will help and which will hurt?

These are hard questions, and the answers may be very different from person to person and family to family. Family members or caregivers should stay informed about bipolar disorder. Some people benefit from counseling or support groups. The stress on you can be very great. Find out how others are dealing with similar questions, and what might work for you.

Your help is important, but encourage the patient to take an active role in his or her treatment.

Encourage self-care!

If the patient becomes violent or suicidal, call 911 to get help immediately.
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