ealth promotion

Family caregivers: Essential partners in care

any physicians will admit

to experiencing stress and

frustration when navigat-
ing the health care system on behalf
of a patient—a system that we know
and work with daily! Now imagine
that you are not a trained health care
provider and instead you are a family
caregiver who is new to the system
and administering medications, mak-
ing multiple appointments, learning
new symptoms and signs to watch for,
as well as providing basic care for an
adult. Then, add to that the distress of
watching a loved one with an illness
that may rob them of the ability to
function physically and cognitively.
Adapting to this “new normal” takes
resilience, support, and functional re-
lationships with others."

It is estimated that family caregiv-
ers provide 70% to 75% of care for
people receiving home care in Cana-
da.? Based on the 2012 General Social
Survey,® Statistics Canada estimates
that, in a given year, 1 million British
Columbians actively provide care as
a caregiver.

A recent report by the Office of
the Seniors Advocate BC found that
29% of caregivers caring for a chroni-
cally ill or disabled senior in BC are
distressed.* Distress can be physical
(helping with activities of daily life),
psychological (anxiety about man-
aging work while caring for aging
parents and parenting children), or
spiritual (wondering how they will
cope). Financial issues are frequently
a source of caregiver distress as well.

Doctors of BC’s Council on
Health Promotion (COHP) believes
that physicians are well positioned to
support caregivers. As part of a proj-
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ect about caregivers, COHP is devel-

oping a physician toolkit that will pro-

vide practical actions that a physician

(and their practice) can take to identify

caregivers, monitor caregiver well-

being, connect caregivers to commu-
nity resources and services, and in-
clude caregivers in patient care plan-
ning and implementation. The toolkit
will also include a validated tool to
monitor caregiver distress, which can
be self-administered by the caregiver
in the physician’s office or at home.
In conjunction with the physician
toolkit, Doctors of BC is develop-
ing a policy paper that advocates for

a health care planning and delivery

approach that recognizes, includes,

and supports caregivers as partners
in care. The policy paper will commit

Doctors of BC to developing practi-

cal resources to support physicians

and raising physicians’ awareness of
their role in supporting caregivers and
of available community resources.

In addition, Doctors of BC supports

enhanced CME training to help physi-

cians engage with caregivers.
The policy paper will also make a
number of recommendations:

1. That the BC government develop
a strategy to formally recognize
caregivers as partners in health
care delivery and to require the
consideration of caregiver needs in
health and social service planning
and provision.

2. That because certain patient popu-
lations require additional atten-
tion (those with mental illness or
cognitive impairments, or facing
language, cultural, or socioeco-
nomic barriers to accessing health
care), the BC Ministry of Health
consider patient navigator models
to support these populations and
increased access to case managers
for all home care patients in order
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Additional statistics about Canadian
caregivers:

® 54% are female.
® 56% are 45 years of age or older.

* 15% are young caregivers between
15 to 24 years of age.

® 28% are sandwiched between
caregiving and childrearing.

© 89% provide care for 1 year or longer.

e Caregivers who are 65 years of age
and older spend the most hours out of
any demographic providing care.

to shorten wait times for accessing
home care and enable more in-
depth case management.

3. That the federal government amend
current caregiver benefits to be
payable to all caregivers, not just
those who earn enough income to
pay taxes.

The policy paper and physician
toolkit will be available in the fall of
2016. Stay tuned for further updates.

—Romayne Gallagher, MD
—Jon Wong, MPP
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