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The Senior Alliance is dedicated to enhancing and preserving the
independence of older adults and individuals with disabilities, as well as
providing support to caregivers.

The Senior Alliance is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit agency designated as the Area Agency on Aging
for the 34 communities of western Wayne County and Downriver. Our mission is assisting
people to thrive as they live, age, and grow.

Our Caregiver Guide provides resources and information to help new and experienced
caregivers better care for themselves and their loved ones.

Contact The Senior Alliance for additional information on local caregiver resources and
services, or visit our virtual caregiver hub at caregivinghaven.org.
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Introduction
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One of the most important things we can do for
caregivers is to help them take care of themselves
as they so selflessly take care of others.

- Denis McDonough

U.S. Secretary of Veterans Affairs

Caregiving looks different for everyone, and for military caregivers it comes with
unique challenges. Your role may evolve as your veteran’s needs change, or it might
begin suddenly after an injury, traumatic event, or service-related diagnosis. It’s
normal to feel overwhelmed, especially if you’re not sure what support is out
there or how to access it. The Senior Alliance Veteran Caregiver’s Guide is here to
help you care for your loved one and for yourself.




Veteran Caregiver Profile

If you regularly provide any form of assistance to someone, such as helping with personal
care, managing medical tasks, preparing meals, assisting with mobility, or offering
emotional support and companionship, then you are a caregiver. Caregiving encompasses
a range of activities and does not require you to fulfill every possible care task. Your
contributions are valuable and classify you as a caregiver whether your role is large or small.

Veteran caregivers spend about 2.5 more years in caregiving roles and are 12 years older
than the national average. They also devote over 40 extra hours per week to caregiving
tasks, and the percentage of women in caregiving roles is 36% higher than the national
average. 70% of veteran caregivers provide care to a spouse or partner, which is
significantly higher than the national average of 12%.

Nearly 1in 5 American adults (53 million) are ﬁ

family or informal caregivers...

of them, over 14 million (26%) are military and
26% veteran caregivers.
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Veteran Caregiver Experience

Whether your loved one retired from the military recently or many years ago, your role as a
caregiver might feel different than other caregivers. Military service shapes people in
profound ways. The United States military has its own culture, values, and structure, and
those who serve carry aspects of that culture for the rest of their lives. Their service
experience can affect them physically, mentally, emotionally, and influence how they
approach life, relationships, and receiving care.

If your loved one has been out of the military for a long time and needs care because of
injury, illness, or aging, traits or behaviors you haven’t noticed before may appear. They
might become more focused on independence and sticking to their routine. These traits,
often seen in military personnel can be personally rewarding to them, but also make
caregiving more challenging for you.

Some effects of service don’t appear until later in life. Physical conditions, such as chronic
pain or mobility, may worsen with age. Mental health challenges, including post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, or depression, can also become worse as circumstances
change or stressors build. As their health changes, it may be frustrating to rely on others,
especially if they’ve been the leader or provider of their family for a long time.

Even if you’ve known them
for years, it might feel like
you’re learning new aspects
of your loved one’s story.
Their experiences in the
military, whether they are
open about them or not,
have likely shaped how they
respond to life’s challenges
and navigate receiving care.
Knowing this can help you
care with more

understanding and patience.




Challenges

Physical Challenges

Combat-related injuries can change a person’s life and may lead to lasting physical
disabilities. If your loved one has been out of the military for a long time, you might already
be familiar with their care needs. However, some veterans with these injuries don’t face
major challenges in their daily lives until they get older. They may have managed on their
own up until now, but as their caregiver, you may need to learn new ways to help.

This could include assisting with mobility, personal care, or daily tasks. These activities can
be physically demanding, especially if you need to lift, transfer, or move your loved one.

To make caregiving safer and easier, learn proper lifting and body mechanic techniques and
use special equipment or tools. These can help both of you avoid injuries and feel more
comfortable.
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Like physical injuries, the emotional and psychological effects of military service may
become more noticeable as veterans age. Many veterans deal with conditions like PTSD
(post-traumatic stress disorder), depression, or anxiety, which can affect their daily life and
yours as their caregiver.

Veterans with PTSD might have flashbacks, nightmares, or feel on edge in certain situations.
Depression can cause sadness, low energy, or a lack of interest in things they used to enjoy.
Anxiety might make them feel restless or constantly worried. As their caregiver, you can
help by being patient and understanding. Encourage them to talk about their feelings if
they’re ready but don’t force it. Professional help, like therapy or counseling, can make a big
difference, and there are support groups for both veterans and caregivers to share
experiences and advice.

Trauma from military service can leave veterans feeling guilt, shame, or anger. This can be
hard for you to see, especially if your loved one has trouble opening up about what they’ve
been through. It’s normal to feel helpless or frustrated at times, but you’re not alone. Reach
out to mental health professionals or groups that specialize in helping veterans and their
families. They can give you tools and support to handle these challenges.

Your loved one might have mood swings, sudden anger, or prefer to stay away from people.
These behaviors can be tough to handle, but they’re often tied to deeper emotional
struggles. Remember, these reactions are not your fault, and they’re not about you. They’re
a part of what your loved one is going through. Here are some tips:

« Stay calm and avoid arguments when emotions are running high.
« Set boundaries to protect your own well-being.
« Learn ways to de-escalate tense situations and stay steady during tough moments.




Social Challenges

It’'s common to feel isolated, have strained family relationships, or have trouble finding
people who understand your situation. These challenges can make caregiving harder for
both of you but can be addressed with the right support.

Veterans sometimes struggle to connect with others because of their military experiences.
PTSD, survivor’s guilt, or combat injuries can make them feel like people outside of the
military just don’t “get it.” As their caregiver, you might feel the same way, like your
caregiving experience is hard for others to understand. Here’s how you can both find
support:

« Look for veteran-focused groups or

activities where your loved one can
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connect with others who’ve had
similar experiences.

« Join caregiver support groups where
you can share your challenges and
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hear from others in similar roles.

« Explore programs or events run by
veteran organizations that welcome
both veterans and their families.

As a caregiver, you might feel cut off from friends or activities you used to enjoy because of
your responsibilities. Your loved one may feel isolated too, especially if physical or
emotional challenges keep them from socializing. Veterans often find it hard to connect with
people who haven’t shared their military experience, which can make them pull away even
more. Here are ways to combat isolation for both of you:

« Join caregiver support groups, especially those for veteran families, to meet others who
understand.

« Help your loved one connect with veteran-specific programs or social events.

« Set aside time to enjoy simple activities together, like a walk or a shared hobby.




In 2021, family and informal caregivers across the United States delivered an estimated 36
billion hours of unpaid care, valued at around $600 billion. Of this staggering total,
caregivers in Michigan provided unpaid care valued at over $19 billion (AARP, 2023).
Caregivers need enhanced financial support. Despite caregivers’ significant economic
contributions, many face low wages and must balance employment and caregiving duties.

7 6(y of military and veteran
0 caregivers carry debt.

of military caregivers have a job
539% outside of caregiving.

Veteran family caregivers spend an average of
$11,500 annually on caregiving - 1.5 times more
than the typical caregiver.

For more information on caregiver finances, including how to be proactive, plan, manage,
and search for financial assistance, explore the guides, videos, and resource directory
available at caregivinghaven.org.
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Navigating the Veterans Affairs (VA) System

Overview of VA Services

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) offers a variety of services to support veterans and
their families. These programs are designed to help with healthcare, financial needs,
housing, and caregiver support, making it easier to care for your loved one and yourself.

Financial Services

The VA offers financial help through disability payments, pensions, and survivor benefits.
Veterans with service-connected injuries or illnesses may receive monthly payments.
Programs like the Gl Bill also help veterans and their families pay for school or job training.

Healthcare Services

The VA provides medical care through VA hospitals, clinics, and community providers. This
includes regular check-ups, mental health care, rehabilitation, and treatment for specific
conditions. Veterans with service-related health issues may qualify for extra benefits.

Housing Services

The VA helps veterans with housing needs, including home loans, help with adapting homes
for disabilities, and programs to prevent homelessness. Veterans with disabilities may be
able to get grants to make their homes more accessible.




The VA Caregiver Support Program (CSP)

The VA Caregiver Support Program (CSP) provides education, resources, and direct
assistance to caregivers of veterans enrolled in VA healthcare. CSP helps families manage
the challenges of caregiving and build a strong support system. The VA Caregiver Support
Program (CSP) offers the following services:

1. Program of General Caregiver Support Services (PGCSS):

This program is available to all caregivers of veterans enrolled in VA healthcare, even if the
veteran’s condition isn’t service-connected. It provides caregivers with educational
materials, workshops, and peer support groups to help them navigate their role and build a
support system.

2. Program of Comprehensive Assistance for Family Caregivers (PCAFC):

This program is for caregivers of veterans with serious injuries incurred or aggravated in the
line of duty on or after September 11, 2001. Benefits include a monthly stipend, access to
health insurance (if eligible), mental health services, caregiver training, and respite care.
PCAFC recognizes the unique sacrifices caregivers make and offers tools to help manage
these responsibilities. Veterans must have a VA disability rating of 70% or above to qualify
for this program.

3. Support Line

The VA Caregiver Support Line (CSL) at 1-855-260-3274
is another valuable resource. Caregivers can use this
direct line to talk with a social worker, get immediate
assistance, and learn about available programs.

For additional support, the VA offers Telephone
Education Group Calls, where caregivers can join
educational sessions from home. These calls cover a
range of topics, offering tips and strategies to make
caregiving easier.




Finding Support

These organizations provide resources, peer connections, and programs to help caregivers
reduce isolation, access services, and navigate challenges of military life and caregiving.

The American Red Cross’s MVCN connects caregivers with peers and resources. It includes
an online community for sharing experiences and the Hero Care Resource Directory, which
helps locate services like food, housing, health care, and legal support by zip code.

https://redcross.org/caregivers

Blue Star Families provides a support network for military members, veterans, and their
families. These networks foster connections, reduce isolation, and empower families to
handle military life’s challenges and transitions.

https://bluestarfam.org

The Elizabeth Dole Foundation supports military and veteran caregivers through programs
like Dole Caregiver Fellows, free respite care, Hidden Helpers for kids and families, and peer
support groups. It also works to create caregiver-friendly communities and offers resources
for health and wellness.

https://www.elizabethdolefoundation.org

Hidden Heroes is a website that provides military caregivers with resources, community
connections, and services. Programs include free respite care, financial aid, health and
wellness tools, and opportunities for personal growth.

https://hiddenheroes.org

The Veteran Spouse Network supports military and veteran spouses through peer-led
groups, social events, educational sessions, and one-on-one peer support. These programs
help families navigate life during and after military service.

https://veteranspousenetwork.org




These organizations provide resources, peer connections, and programs to help caregivers
reduce isolation, access services, and navigate challenges of military life and caregiving.

The Wounded Warrior Project supports veterans and their families through programs that
improve mental and physical health, provide peer support, and help with community
reintegration. Its online community and Hero Care Directory make finding resources easier.

https://www.woundedwarriorproject.org

The following organizations provide specialized services to support caregivers and their
loved ones, helping them navigate unique circumstances and improve their quality of life.

The Code of Support Foundation helps military members, veterans, and families connect
with over 40,000 trusted support organizations. Their PATRIOTlink platform offers free
access to no-cost resources without requiring sign-up, and they also provide case
coordination to meet unique needs.

https://www.codeofsupport.org

Downriver for Veterans supports veterans in Downriver Michigan by providing emergency
financial assistance (for rent, utilities, car repairs, etc.) and distributing food, household
goods, and other life-essential items in times of need.

https://downriverforveterans.org/

DAV Caregivers Support provides free, personalized help through digital tools, risk
screening, and one-on-one care from trained specialists for friends and family caring for
veterans. The goal of these services is to reduce stress, improve relationships, and make
caregiving more manageable for everyone involved.

https://www.dav.org/




The following organizations provide specialized services to support caregivers and their
loved ones, helping them navigate unique circumstances and improve their quality of life.

Healing Household 6 supports caregivers of combat-injured veterans through programs like
"Healing the Homefront," which offers crisis counseling for marital challenges, and "Life
After Caregiving," which helps caregivers transition from unsafe situations. They also run
peer support groups for general support, domestic violence survivors, and widows.

https://healinghousehold6.org

Paralyzed Veterans of American is dedicated solely to helping veterans and caregivers of
veterans with spinal cord injuries and disorders and diseases. Their work impacts every
aspect of a veteran’s life journey, from day one of their injury or diagnosis.

https://www.pva.org/

Operation Homefront focuses on mental health therapy for caregivers and their families.
They offer individual, couples, and group counseling, including Telehealth options, to
address PTSD, anxiety, depression, and family challenges. Case management services also
help with housing, employment, finances, and education.

https://operationhomefront.org

Semper Fi & America’s Fund provides financial aid and tailored support for critically
wounded, ill, and injured service members, veterans, and families. Services include
assistance with medical expenses, housing, transportation, adaptive equipment, caregiver
retreats, visiting nurse programs, and programs for military children.

https://thefund.org

The Yellow Ribbon Fund supports post-9/11 wounded service members and families through
two programs. Crossroads offers practical help like rental cars, hotel stays, and apartments
near Walter Reed Hospital. Keystone empowers families with wellness activities, educational
classes, and recreational events.

https://yellowribbonfund.org
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These organizations provide education, coaching, and tools designed to help caregivers and
their families navigate these challenges, build resilience, and find the support they need.

PsychArmor offers over 250 free courses designed for healthcare providers, veterans,
employers, military family members, and caregivers. Their training helps build
understanding and engagement with the military and veteran community. Notable courses
include VA S.A.V.E., which teaches caregivers how to support veterans in crisis.

https://psycharmor.org

The Rosalynn Carter Institute (RCl) supports military caregivers through one-on-one
coaching, webinars with the Wounded Warrior Project, and practical solutions for caregiver
challenges. Their "Profiles of Resilience" project highlights the strength of caregiver families.
RCl also offers a crisis text line and a wellbeing app for stress management.

https://rosalynncarter.org

Sesame Street for Military Families provides resources to help children in military and
veteran families navigate challenges like deployments, relocations, and caregiving for
injured loved ones. Their tools include videos, articles, and interactive content designed to
support both kids and adults.

https://sesamestreetformilitaryfamilies.org

Dial 988 then Press 1
Text 838255

https://www.veteranscrisisline.net/
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