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“My husband just sits and looks out the window. |
really miss talking to him about so many things we
used to share.”

Intimacy in Caregiving

Those in a partner relationship may find themselves
caring for each other more and more as needs
change. Or sometimes one partner becomes more
dependent and the healthier partner becomes the
primary caregiver. In either situation, the couple
relationship may be impacted.

As dependency increases, couples often report
changes in both the emotional and physical aspects
of their relationships. In cases of dementia, the
person you spent your life with may no longer seem
to be present.

Some feelings that may occur are:

e Missing the ability to have one special person to talk

to and share feelings.

e Losing dreams and plans for the future.

e Losing the security of the long term partnership.

e Missing the physical intimacy of the relationship.
Sometime these changes can lead to conflict if there
is a change in responsibilities for tasks or roles
within the couple relationship. This may cause a
power struggle when the dependent partner is
reluctant to turn over responsibilities such as
handling finances or decision making. Or it may be
difficult to take on a task where there is limited
experience, such as preparing meals or doing
laundry.

Here are some tips to help deal with such
situations:

¢ Include the care receiver in decision
making whenever possible.

e Encourage the care receiver to do as
much as possible. Avoid taking over tasks
until necessary.

e Practice honest and open
communication.

Changes in physical intimacy of the
couple’s relationship are often difficult to
discuss. But as the physical and mental
health of one partner changes, it can
affect the physical relationship.

The healthier partner may not worry
about renewing physical intimacy due to
fear of hurting the dependent partner.
This is especially true where chronic pain
is an issue. Or they might worry that a
partner who has dementia may not be
aware and consenting to physical
intimacy. In some cases the care receiver
may not recognize their partner. This can
be very difficult for the caregiver.
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What changes do you see in your own couple
relationship?

Here are a few tips for handling changes in
emotional and physical aspects of a couple
relationship:

e Continue to talk and make decisions together
when possible.

e Include both partners in activities you have
enjoyed as a couple as long as possible.

e Find someone to talk to about your feelings. This
might be a family member or friend or you may
prefer to talk to a counselor or clergy.

e Attend a support group for caregivers in similar
situations. It can be helpful to know you are not
alone in your feelings.

e Talk to a physician or counselor about your
situation when concerned about physical
intimacy.

e Hugs and gentle touch are important even when
the care receiver is not able to participate in
more physical aspects of the couple relationship.

| can take these steps to feel better about my
relationship with my partner.

Notes:

For more information please read:

AARP Love and Meaning after 50: The 10
Challenges to Great Relationships and How to
Overcome Them by Julia L. Mayer and Barry J.
Jacobs. Hatchett Go publishers. 2020.

Fighting for Your Marriage — 3™ Edition by
Howard Markman, Scott Stanley and Susan L.
Blumberg. Jossey Bass publishers. 2010.

WWWw.aarp.org/caregiving
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