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HEALTHY CONVERSATIONS

Talking About Caregiver Burnout With a Loved One With Cancer
There are times when caring for a loved one with cancer can feel overwhelming. It can get harder to take care of 
yourself, which is why it’s so important to ask for support when you need it. For many caregivers, however, that’s a 
tough conversation to navigate.

Practice with the dialogue below. It may give you some pointers, make things a little less scary, and provide you with 
insight from the other side. All of the dialogue was reviewed by Verywell’s board-certified senior medical advisor. 

Loved one with cancer: You seem upset. Is something wrong?

Response #1: Yes, you’re driving me crazy!

Don’t say this. It will just start a fight, and neither of you has the energy for that. Your loved one is 
likely already feeling vulnerable and sensitive about the need for a caregiver, and pointing the finger 
at them so early in the conversation might make them feel defensive. As their caregiver, you need 
to remember that you’re on the same side and are both experiencing a lot right now.

Response #2: I’m not upset.

Don’t say this. You might think that you’re protecting your loved one, but you’re really just burying 
the problem and making things worse. Your loved one is placing a large amount of trust in you as 
their caregiver, and when you deny something that’s obvious to them, it can feel a lot like lying. 
That can chip away at your relationship or, worse, brew resentment on both sides.

Response #3: Yeah, sorry. I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed.

This is the right direction. Your loved one clearly knows something is up. Acknowledging there’s an 
issue and telling them how you’re feeling gets it all out in the open so that you can figure out what 
to do next.

Loved one with cancer: Why are you feeling overwhelmed?

Response #1: You’re asking too much of me.
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Don’t say this. Your loved one might already be feeling guilty and self-conscious about all you do 
for them. Confirming something they fear—that they’re a burden to you—doesn’t just point the 
finger at them; it also distracts from the real issue at hand: That you need help, too.

Response #2: Forget I said anything.

Don’t say this. It’s important to be careful with how you proceed here. You might think you’re 
dismissing the notion that your loved one is a burden, but they may perceive it as you dismissing 
them. This response is also off-topic. This isn’t about your loved one. This is about you.
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Response #3: I’m still learning how to be a good caregiver for you while balancing everything else.

This is the right direction. You’ve reassured your loved one that you don’t think they’re a burden, 
and you did it without being dismissive of them or condescending. You’ve also emphasized the 
issue at hand—that you’re still figuring stuff out and finding it difficult.

Loved one with cancer: If it’s so hard, you can do less.

Response #1: Fine. Maybe I will!

Don’t say this. You and your loved one are both under a lot of stress, and tensions are high. But 
unless you’re ready to slam the door on your relationship as a caregiver—and potentially your 
relationship with your loved one—you might want to take a step back and consider what’s really 
going on.

Response #2: I can’t. What would you do without me?

Don’t say this. Your loved one might already be afraid of doing this on their own. You don’t need to 
remind them how much harder that would be.

Response #3: I want to support you and help you through this. I also want to make sure I take care of 
myself.

This is the right direction. You’ve affirmed that you want to continue being their caregiver, while also 
making it clear what you need to be successful. After all, it’s a lot easier to be an attentive, 
compassionate caregiver if you, yourself, are healthy.

You might be so focused on caring for your loved one that you’re neglecting your physical and 
mental well-being. That can be a hard thing to acknowledge, especially to your loved one. But 
communicating what you need can help protect you from burnout.
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Loved one with cancer: Ok, well... then what does that mean? What do you want to do?

Response #1: I need a break from you.

Don’t say this. Remember that your loved one might already feel vulnerable or insecure about your 
role as caregiver. Saying you need a break from them only makes them feel like they, alone, are 
the problem.

The reality is likely far more complex. What you might need to recover from burnout or keep from 
feeling overwhelmed could involve a wide range of things, including getting more rest and healthy 
meals, talking to a mental health professional, or finding a caregiver support group—all of which are 
on-going, routine things that go well beyond a simple “break.”

That said, if space is really what you need to recharge, there are better ways to communicate that.
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Response #2: Forget it. It’s not a big deal.

Don’t say this. You’ve come too far in the conversation to stop now. You’ve been focusing on 
helping your loved one through this experience, but you’re no good to them if you’re burnt out. You 
need to take care of yourself, and the first step to do that is communicating what you need. 

Response #3: What do you think about talking to your doctor about it when we go to your next appointment? 
They might be able to help me figure this all out.

This is the right direction. You’ve included your loved one in the decision-making process and 
worked toward finding a solution. A lot of caregivers experience burnout, and their doctor will likely 
know what resources might be available to help you through it.

For example, their doctor might be able to recommend local organizations that provide support 
services for caregivers like transportation support or respite care. And some hospitals also offer 
support groups or counseling for both cancer patients and their caregivers, providing a safe space 
to talk through what you’re going through and learn coping strategies to manage the physical and 
emotional stress you might be experiencing.
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