The International Journal of

ISSN 2348-5396 (Online) | ISSN: 2349-3429 (Print)
NDIAN PSYCHOLOGY

Volume 13, Issue 1, January- March, 2025
Dpip: 18.01.065.20251301, ““"DOI: 10.25215/1301.065
https://www.ijip.in

The International Journal of Indian Psychology » T
IJI

Review Paper

Psychological Stress Among Family Members and Caregivers of
Dementia Patients: A Comprehensive Review

Rupa Lakshmi Harshavardhan?!, Penagaluru Usha Rani?, Penagaluru Pranay

Krishna®*, Shehnaz Sultana*

ABSTRACT

Dementia is a progressive neurodegenerative disorder that significantly affects cognitive,
emotional, and functional abilities, leading to increasing dependence on caregivers. Family
members and Caregivers often assume the primary responsibility for providing care, exposing
them to substantial psychological stress. This review explores the multifaceted burden faced
by caregivers of dementia patients, focusing on key factors contributing to stress, such as
caregiving duration, lack of support, financial strain, and behavioral symptoms of dementia.
The psychological consequences, including depression, anxiety, chronic stress, and adverse
health outcomes, are discussed in detail. Evidence-based interventions, such as psychosocial
support, mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), and psychoeducational programs, are
presented as effective approaches to alleviate caregiver stress. By synthesizing current
research, this review underscores the urgent need for comprehensive caregiver support
strategies to improve their quality of life and enhance patient care.
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ementia is a progressive neurodegenerative disorder that profoundly impacts the
cognitive, emotional, and functional capacities of individuals. It encompasses a
range of conditions, with Alzheimer’s disease being the most common form. As
dementia progresses, affected individuals experience worsening memory loss, impaired
reasoning, language difficulties, and a decline in daily functioning. This deterioration places
a considerable burden on family members and Caregivers, who often assume the role of
primary caregivers. The caregiving process involves extensive emotional and physical
demands, as caregivers must manage not only the patient’s day-to-day needs but also
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behavioral and psychological symptoms of dementia (BPSD), such as agitation, aggression,
and depression. These challenges create a significant psychological strain on caregivers,
impacting their mental health, physical well-being, and social life. Over time, the cumulative
stress can lead to chronic health issues, reduced quality of life, and caregiver burnout.
Several studies have highlighted the high prevalence of psychological stress among
caregivers of dementia patients. Reid and O’Brien (2021) reported that more than 60% of
caregivers experience clinical levels of depression and anxiety during the caregiving
process. Additionally, the unpredictable nature of dementia’s progression, combined with
the lack of adequate social and professional support, further exacerbates the psychological
burden (Reid and O’Brien 2021). The multidimensional nature of caregiver stress calls for a
comprehensive understanding of its causes, consequences, and potential interventions. This
review aims to explore the psychological stress experienced by family members and
caregivers of dementia patients, focusing on the various associative factors and severity
levels. By synthesizing findings from existing literature, this review seeks to provide a
detailed analysis of caregiver burden and offer evidence-based management approaches to
alleviate stress. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for healthcare providers,
policymakers, and support organizations to develop tailored interventions that improve the
well-being of both caregivers and dementia patients.

Factors Contributing to Psychological Stress

1. Caregiver Burden
Caregiver burden refers to the extensive physical, emotional, and financial strain placed on
individuals who assume the demanding role of caregiving for dementia patients. Abdelhalim
et al. (2024) extensively discussed the profound and multifaceted nature of this burden,
emphasizing its far-reaching impact on caregivers' mental and physical health (Abdelhalim
etal., 2024).

2. Physical strain

The physical demands of caregiving are often intense and relentless. Caregivers are required
to assist dementia patients with activities of daily living (ADLS), which include bathing,
feeding, dressing, toileting, and ensuring mobility. These responsibilities become
increasingly challenging as the patient's condition deteriorates. For instance, lifting or
transferring patients who are immobile or resistant to assistance can lead to caregiver
fatigue, musculoskeletal injuries, and chronic physical exhaustion. Moreover, the need for
constant vigilance, especially in cases where patients exhibit wandering behavior or safety
concerns, adds an extra layer of physical strain.

3. Emotional stress

The emotional toll on caregivers is equally profound. Witnessing the gradual cognitive and
physical decline of a loved one can be deeply distressing. This decline is often accompanied
by the loss of the patient’s personality, memories, and independence, leading caregivers to
experience feelings of grief, helplessness, and frustration. The behavioral and psychological
symptoms of dementia (BPSD), such as aggression, paranoia, and hallucinations, exacerbate
this stress. Caregivers frequently report feelings of inadequacy and guilt when unable to
manage these behaviors effectively, further compounding their emotional burden.

4. Financial strain
The financial implications of caregiving are significant and often underestimated. Caregivers
incur substantial expenses related to medical treatments, medications, and assistive devices
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for dementia patients. In many cases, home modifications are required to accommaodate the
patient’s safety needs, adding to the financial strain. Furthermore, caregivers often reduce
their working hours or quit their jobs entirely to provide full-time care, resulting in a loss of
income. This dual impact of increased expenses and decreased earnings places immense
pressure on caregivers, leading to financial instability and stress.

5. Behavioral challenges
Managing BPSD poses one of the most challenging aspects of caregiving. Symptoms such
as agitation, restlessness, delusions, and sleep disturbances require constant attention and
tailored strategies. Caregivers often lack the training or resources needed to handle these
behaviors effectively, leading to frustration and burnout. Additionally, the unpredictability
of these symptoms creates a heightened state of vigilance, which is both mentally and
physically taxing.

6. Social isolation
The caregiving role often isolates individuals from their social circles. The demanding
nature of caregiving leaves little time for personal relationships, leisure activities, or social
interactions. Over time, this isolation leads to feelings of loneliness and alienation, depriving
caregivers of essential emotional support. Cham et al. (2022) noted that social isolation
significantly exacerbates stress levels, as caregivers lack avenues to share their challenges
and seek solace (Cham et al., 2022).

7. Chronic Nature of Dementia

Unlike acute conditions, dementia is a progressive and irreversible illness with no definitive
cure. This long-term trajectory means caregivers face years of relentless responsibilities and
uncertainty. The chronic nature of dementia caregiving often leads to burnout, characterized
by extreme fatigue, emotional depletion, and a sense of being overwhelmed. Abdelhalim et
al. (2024) highlighted that this prolonged stress not only affects caregivers’ psychological
health but also predisposes them to physical health problems, such as cardiovascular disease
and immune system impairment (Abdelhalim et al., 2024).

8. Depression and Anxiety

Depression is one of the most prevalent psychological issues among caregivers of dementia
patients. The chronic nature of caregiving, combined with the progressive decline in the
patient's health, creates a prolonged period of emotional strain. Huang (2022) identified
several associative factors contributing to depression, including the duration and intensity of
caregiving tasks, a lack of adequate social and emotional support, and the unpredictable
progression of dementia. Many caregivers report feelings of sadness, worthlessness, and loss
of interest in activities they once enjoyed (Huang 2022).

Caregivers are also susceptible to anxiety, primarily driven by the uncertainty surrounding
the patient's future and the day-to-day unpredictability of dementia-related behaviors.
Alfakhri et al. (2018) noted that caregivers frequently experience heightened levels of
anxiety during the later stages of dementia, when patients often exhibit severe cognitive and
behavioral changes, such as aggression, wandering, and incontinence. This constant
vigilance and fear of unforeseen crises lead to chronic worry and emotional exhaustion.

Moreover, depression and anxiety among caregivers can have a compounding effect, further
impairing their ability to provide high-quality care. Caregivers with untreated depression are

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) | 710



Psychological Stress Among Family Members and Caregivers of Dementia Patients: A
Comprehensive Review

more likely to experience burnout, which can result in the neglect of both their own needs
and those of the patient. Effective interventions for depression and anxiety, such as
counseling, support groups, and pharmacological treatment, when necessary, are essential to
improving caregivers' quality of life and preventing adverse outcomes (Alfakhri et al.,
2018).

Psychological Effects of Caregiving
1. Emotional distress

Caregivers of dementia patients often experience profound emotional distress, which can
manifest as feelings of helplessness, frustration, and grief. These emotions are primarily
driven by the progressive decline of their loved ones, which creates a sense of loss even
before the actual bereavement. Reid and O’Brien (2021) highlighted that caregivers
frequently report anticipatory grief—grieving the gradual loss of the person they once knew.
This persistent emotional burden can lead to anxiety and depressive disorders if not properly
managed. Furthermore, caregivers often struggle with role strain, as they navigate the dual
responsibilities of caregiving and managing other aspects of their lives, such as work and
family (Reid and O’Brien 2021).

2. Chronic Stress and Health Implications

Chronic psychological stress is a common consequence of long-term caregiving. Caregivers
are at a heightened risk of developing various health issues, including cardiovascular
diseases, hypertension, and compromised immune function. Sugawara et al. (2022) found
that caregivers of dementia patients had a 40% higher risk of developing coronary heart
disease compared to non-caregivers. The physiological toll of stress, coupled with
inadequate sleep and poor self-care, exacerbates these health risks. Additionally, chronic
stress impairs cognitive function, making it harder for caregivers to focus and provide
effective care, thus creating a vicious cycle where declining caregiver health negatively
impacts patient well-being. Interventions that address both psychological and physical health
are crucial in breaking this cycle (Sugawara et al., 2022).

Management approaches

Psychosocial interventions

Psychosocial interventions play a critical role in alleviating psychological stress among
family members and Caregivers of dementia patients. These interventions aim to improve
caregivers' emotional well-being, enhance their coping mechanisms, and reduce the burden
associated with caregiving. Various forms of psychosocial interventions have been studied
and implemented, each showing significant benefits in different contexts.

Below is a detailed examination of several key psychosocial strategies:

1. Support groups

Support groups provide a structured environment where caregivers can share their
experiences, challenges, and coping strategies. These groups foster a sense of community
and reduce feelings of isolation. Regular participation in support groups has been linked to
reduced anxiety and depression among caregivers. In a meta-analysis by Ling et al. (2011),
support groups were found to improve caregivers' psychological resilience by 30% on
average, leading to better long-term caregiving outcomes. Such groups often involve both
in-person and virtual meetings, making them accessible to a wider audience (Ling et al.,
2011).
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2. Counseling and Psychotherapy

Individual or family counseling provides a platform for caregivers to express their emotions
and gain professional guidance on coping strategies. Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is
particularly effective in helping caregivers reframe negative thoughts and develop healthier
perspectives on their caregiving role. A study by Fordham et al. (2021) showed that
caregivers who underwent CBT reported a 25% reduction in perceived stress levels after
three months of intervention. Family counseling also addresses relational dynamics,
improving communication and support among family members involved in caregiving
(Fordham et al., 2021).

3. Psychoeducation
Psychoeducational programs focus on enhancing caregivers' knowledge about dementia, its
progression, and effective management techniques. By improving caregivers' understanding
of the disease, these programs reduce uncertainty and empower them to handle challenging
situations more effectively. A randomized controlled trial conducted by Tawfik et al. (2021)
demonstrated that psychoeducation reduced caregiver burden scores by 20% and improved
self-efficacy by 18% over a six-month period (Tawfik et al., 2022).

4. Mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR)
Mindfulness-based interventions help caregivers develop greater emotional regulation and
reduce stress by focusing on the present moment. MBSR programs typically include guided
meditation, breathing exercises, and gentle yoga. In a study by Whitebird et al. (2013),
caregivers who participated in an eight-week MBSR program exhibited a significant
reduction in cortisol levels, a biomarker of stress, and reported improved sleep quality
(Whitebird et al., 20).

5. Social support networks
Informal social support from friends, relatives, and the broader community can greatly
alleviate caregiver stress. Programs designed to build social support networks encourage
caregivers to engage in recreational activities and maintain social connections outside their
caregiving responsibilities. According to a longitudinal study by Kim and Park (2022),
caregivers with strong social support networks were 40% less likely to develop symptoms of
depression compared to those with minimal support (Kim and Park 2022).

6. Technology-assisted interventions

With the increasing use of technology in healthcare, several digital platforms now offer
psychosocial support to caregivers. Mobile apps and online platforms provide educational
resources, virtual counseling, and peer support forums. A review by Huang (2022)
highlighted that technology-assisted interventions improve accessibility to psychosocial
support, especially in remote or underserved areas. Caregivers using these platforms
reported a 15% reduction in perceived burden within three months of engagement (Huang
2022).

7. Respite care programs
Although not a direct psychosocial intervention, respite care provides temporary relief to
caregivers, allowing them to recharge physically and emotionally. This form of support
complements psychosocial interventions by giving caregivers time to attend support groups,
counseling sessions, or simply rest. According to a survey by the Alzheimer’s Association
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(2021), caregivers who utilized respite care in conjunction with psychosocial interventions
reported a higher quality of life (Alzheimer’s Association 2021).

CONCLUSION

The psychological stress experienced by caregivers of dementia patients is multifaceted,
influenced by emotional, social, and financial factors. Effective management requires a
holistic approach that includes psychosocial support, education, and respite care. Future
research should focus on developing culturally sensitive interventions to address the unique
challenges faced by caregivers worldwide.
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