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CoprING WITH ComPASSION FATIGUE
by M. Donna MacLeod RN, MSN

Whether you care for a gravely ill loved one at home or vigil by a hospital
bed in a medical crisis, you may encounter compassion fatigue. It happens
when you do everything possible to alleviate another personis distress.

Guided by compassion, you keep giving of yourself even though it hurts.
Then your energy starts to diminish and fatigue sets in. Circles form under your
eyes. Others may comment that you look tired. Aches and pains begin. Itis hard
to concentrate. You feel tense and irritable. If you can sleep, you wake up ex-
hausted. Worry consumes your thoughts as your loved one starts to fade away
before your eyes. You feel drained. Your appetite may be lost or kick into high
gear. Your spirit sags. You wonder how long things can go on like this. You may
feel guilty about your concerns because you want to focus on the one you love.
You may not realize that you are joined to his or her suffering.

As a cancer nurse specialist | helped caregivers survive fatigue, but it
took walking in their shoes to fathom what they were really going through. The
epiphany came when my four-year-old Erynne had an abrupt onset of acute
leukemia (cancer of blood forming organs).

Erynne faced death, but my husband and | werenit about to let her go. Our
family battled cancer with her for almost six years, including several encounters
with compassion fatigue. It accompanied me during hospital stays to achieve
remission, in critical care where Erynne almost died from chicken pox, and in
the ynal months when leukemia would take her life.

Caring for Erynne in stressful times was exhausting at the emotional and
spiritual level. Herefs what coping taught me.

Let others help. They can give you a break, entertain your children, do
chores, run errands, bring meals, and care for pets, plants, and yards. Accept
their offers and also say what you need! People want to minister in your hour of
need. This honors your ill loved one and lets you see Godis love in action.

Take care of yourself. Staying at the bedside 24/7 is noble but not healthy
for you. Have you kept up with your medications? Eating? Sleeping? Bathing?
Praying?

Try a walk in fresh air, exercise, or dancing. Your muscles beneyt and the
endorphin release will brighten your outlook.

Stay connected. You might be busy, but friends and family worry about
you. Someone who cares can lift your spirit. If inquiries are overwhelming,
shorten visits or try an answering machine and let someone convey your mes-
sages.

Find a consoler. A good listener is a gift from heaven. A spouse, relative,
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