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Fast Facts

Caring can be demanding. 

Supporting a loved one with both 

schizophrenia and substance use 

disorder involves managing unpredictable 

behaviors, relapses, and crises, often 

leading to chronic stress, guilt, and 

emotional exhaustion of caregivers.

Balancing caregiving 
responsibilities. Caregivers 

should adopt strategies that support 

both their loved one's treatment needs 

and their own health and well-being.

Avoiding burnout. Recognizing early 

signs of burnout allows caregivers to take 

action before burnout leads to more serious 

mental or physical health complications.

Self-care is not a luxury - it’s 
a necessity. Prioritizing personal well-

being, setting realistic boundaries, seeking 

social support, and practicing mindfulness can 

help caregivers manage burnout and sustain 

their ability to provide compassionate care.

Supporting someone with both 

schizophrenia and a substance use 

disorder presents unique challenges, 

often leading to significant 

emotional and physical strain.

9.1 Managing the emotional and 
physical burdens
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CHRONIC STRESS 
AND BURNOUT 
Supporting someone with a dual 

schizophrenia means managing 

unpredictable behaviors, relapses, 

and crises, therefore, experiencing 

persistent stress. Over time, this 

can lead to burnout, characterized 

by feeling emotionally drained, 

disconnected, and less able to 

provide the support you want to give.

FEELINGS OF GUILT 
AND HELPLESSNESS
Caregivers may feel guilt, when they 

cannot prevent negative outcomes, 

such as relapses or hospitalizations. 

The perceived inability to "cure" the 

individual can lead to helplessness 

and even depression.

GRIEF AND 
AMBIGUOUS LOSS
 Caregivers may grieve the loss of the 

person they once knew, especially 

if their condition drastically changed the 

individual's behavior and personality.

Managing chronic stress and 
burnout

PRIORITIZING PERSONAL 
WELL-BEING
Taking time for recharging activities 

- such as physical exercise, creative 

hobbies, or social interactions - can 

help caregivers manage stress.

SETTING REALISTIC 
BOUNDARIES
Establishing clear and achievable 

limits for caregiving can prevent 

overload. Sharing responsibilities with 

family members or seeking external 

assistance can offer much-needed relief.

FINDING STRENGTH 
IN COMMUNITY
Engaging with peer support groups 

connects caregivers with others who 

truly understand their challenges, 

offering both emotional reassurance 

and practical advice.

PRACTICING 
MINDFULNESS AND 
REFLECTION
Techniques like meditation, journaling, 

and relaxation exercises can serve 

as daily tools to ease stress and 

restore emotional balance.

Dealing with feelings of guilt 
and helplessness

REDEFINING THE 
CAREGIVER’S ROLE
Accepting that some outcomes are 

beyond personal control, and the role 

of caregivers is a supporter rather than 

a problem-solver, can bring peace 

of mind. Recovery is a nonlinear 

journey filled with ups and downs.

FOCUSING ON 
MEANINGFUL SUPPORT
Viewing caregiving as an opportunity to 

provide meaningful support, even in small 

ways, may help shift the focus from 

outcomes to the value of daily efforts.

SEEKING EMOTIONAL 
VALIDATION
Talking to a trusted friend, therapist, 

or support group can help caregivers 

reframe negative emotions and 

gain a healthier perspective.

ENCOURAGING 
INDEPENDENCE
Supporting small steps toward 

independence in their loved one can 

help caregivers feel less pressure 

to “fix everything” on their own.

Coping with grief and 
ambiguous loss

RECOGNIZING AND 
NAMING EMOTIONS
Recognizing feelings of grief, frustration, and 

longing can be the first step toward healing.

FINDING NEW WAYS 
TO CONNECT
While the relationship may change, 

appreciating shared interests, small 

moments, and past memories can help 

caregivers maintain a sense of closeness.

SEEKING PURPOSE 
IN CAREGIVING
Reflecting on the impact of the support, 

no matter how small, can bring a 

sense of meaning to the role.

ACCESSING 
PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT
Therapy, workshops, or support groups 

specializing in ambiguous loss can offer 

coping strategies and reassurance for 

caregivers navigating this complex grief.
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Caring for someone with both schizophrenia 

and substance use disorder can be 

overwhelming, especially when dealing with 

unpredictable behaviors. Understanding 

these challenges and learning how to respond 

effectively can make a big difference in both 

the caregiver’s and the individual’s well-being.

9.2 Overcoming behavioral and 
communication challenges

Common Behavioral  
Challenges

AGGRESSION AND 
RESISTANCE TO 
TREATMENT
Schizophrenia and substance use 

can sometimes lead to irritability, 

aggression, or refusal to accept 

treatment. These behaviors can 

be stressful for caregivers 

and may pose safety risks.

SUBSTANCE USE 
TRIGGERS
Using substances can worsen 

symptoms like paranoia and 

hallucinations. Oftentimes, 

caregivers struggle to manage 

these situations while trying to 

prevent further substance use.

SOC4IAL WITHDRAWAL
Feelings of mistrust, shame, or lack 

of motivation may lead individuals to 

isolate themselves, leaving caregivers 

with the emotional weight of 

providing companionship and support.

Handling aggression  
and non-compliance

IDENTIFYING TRIGGERS
Pay attention to patterns - certain 

stressors, environments, or discussions 

might lead to agitation. Adjusting how 

and when conversations happen 

can help prevent escalations.

USING CALMING 
STRATEGIES
Responding with a calm, neutral 

tone and non-confrontational 

communication can help defuse 

tension. Giving the person space to 

express their emotions can also help.

SEEKING PROFESSIONAL 
GUIDANCE
Therapists and mental health specialists can 

offer personalized strategies, including 

techniques from Cognitive Behavioral 

Therapy (CBT), to help manage aggression.

CREATING A 
SAFETY PLAN
Having a clear plan in place for dealing 

with aggressive episodes can reduce 

stress and improve preparedness 

for challenging situations.
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Practical tips for managing behavioral challenges

Here are some ways caregivers can better manage behavioral 

challenges while maintaining their well-being:

Work with healthcare professionals to 

develop a care plan that addresses both behavioral 

challenges and emotional needs holistically.

Take advantage of caregiver resources, 

support groups, and training programs that provide 

practical strategies and emotional support.

Practice patience, self-compassion, and 

understanding. A supportive and flexible approach 

benefits both the caregiver and their loved one.

Dealing with substance use 
triggers

UNDERSTANDING 
THE CONNECTION
Learning how substance use affects 

schizophrenia symptoms can help 

caregivers better anticipate 

and manage triggers.

ENCOURAGING 
SMALL STEPS
Instead of focusing only on stopping 

substance use completely, attempting 

alternatives, such as harm reduction 

strategies (such as reducing frequency 

or avoiding certain substances) may 

be more effective in building trust.

EXPLORING INTEGRATED 
TREATMENT
Programs that treat both conditions 

together often lead to better long-

term outcomes. Talking to a 

healthcare provider about integrated 

treatment can be a helpful step.

KEEPING 
CONVERSATIONS OPEN
A non-judgmental and supportive 

approach can encourage the individual 

to be more open about their struggles 

and more willing to seek help.

Managing social withdrawal

ENCOURAGING, NOT 
PRESSURING
Small, manageable activities (such as 

a short outing or a quiet family gathering) 

may help the individual reconnect 

socially without feeling overwhelmed.

RESPECTING PERSONAL 
BOUNDARIES
Allowing the individual to set their own 

pace for social interactions can help build 

trust and reduce feelings of pressure.

EXPLORING PEER 
SUPPORT GROUPS
Connecting with others who share 

similar experiences can reduce 

feelings of isolation and stigma.

STRENGTHENING 
PERSONAL 
CONNECTIONS
Engaging in hobbies or activities which 

bring enjoyment can provide an easy, low-

stress way to maintain social interaction.



C
H

A
P

TE
R

 9

C
H

A
P

TE
R

 9

206 207

Caring for a loved one with both 

schizophrenia and a substance 

use disorder can be an isolating 

journey. This experience is often 

intensified by the double stigma 

associated with both conditions. 

9.3 Overcoming social isolation  
and double stigma

SOCIAL ISOLATION
Many caregivers hesitate to share their 

challenges due to fear of judgment 

or blame from others, leading to 

loneliness and lack of external support.

DOUBLE STIGMA
When schizophrenia and substance use 

disorder coexist, unfortunately, the stigma 

multiplies. Society’s misunderstanding 

and prejudice can make it harder to 

seek help or connect with others.

Breaking free from social 
isolation

BUILD A SUPPORT 
NETWORK
Connecting with other caregivers 

through support groups and online 

communities creates a safe space 

to share experiences, seek advice, 

and find reassurance. Knowing that 

others understand your struggles 

can reduce feelings of loneliness.

SEEK PROFESSIONAL 
SUPPORT
Caregivers deserve support just as much 

as their loved ones, and speaking with 

a therapist or counselor can provide 

emotional relief and practical guidance. 

REFRAME YOUR 
PERSPECTIVE
Rather than viewing struggles as 

personal failures, consider them as 

shared experiences that many 

caregivers face. Opening up to trusted 

family or friends may provide a better 

understanding and reduce isolation.

EXPLORE RESPITE 
CARE OPTIONS
Taking breaks isn’t selfish - it’s essential. 

Seeking respite care, even for 

short periods, allows caregivers to rest, 

reconnect with their social circles, and 

return to their role with renewed energy.

Managing double stigma

EDUCATE OTHERS
Sharing simple information about 

schizophrenia and substance use 

disorders with family and friends can 

break down misconceptions 

and encourage empathy. Stigma 

often develops from misinformation, 

and small conversations can lead 

to greater understanding.

FIND STIGMA-
FREE SPACES
Surrounding yourself with people who 

truly understand, such as mental 

health advocacy groups or specialized 

community organizations, can create a 

sense of belonging and validation.
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FOCUSING ON 
THE POSITIVE
Caregivers should not let stigma 

define them. By focusing on their 

own strength and their loved one’s 

progress, they can create a more 

positive story. Every small step forward, 

whether in treatment, communication, 

or personal growth, deserves to be 

recognized and celebrated.

ENGAGE IN ADVOCACY 
GROUPS
Joining organizations that promote mental 

health awareness gives the possibility 

to contribute to larger conversations 

about stigma, offering both personal 

growth and a sense of purpose.

By recognizing social isolation and stigma, 
caregivers can take meaningful steps to 

protect their well-being while continuing to 
support their loved ones.

Dealing with the complexities of 

treatment options for a loved one with 

both schizophrenia and substance 

use disorders can be difficult, leaving 

caregivers and family members 

feeling unsure or exhausted.

9.4 Seeking integrated  
treatment options
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Here are some suggestions that can help 

in handling these challenges, focusing on 

collaboration, support, and self-care:

Find integrated care models

Many mental health and substance 

use treatments are offered separately, 

making it difficult to coordinate care. 

INTEGRATED TREATMENT 
BRINGS TOGETHER A TEAM 
OF PROFESSIONALS, such as 

psychiatrists, addiction specialists, 

and therapists, to address both 

conditions at the same time. 

This approach REDUCES THE 
BURDEN ON CAREGIVERS, 

harmonizes treatments, and leads to better 

outcomes for the person receiving care.

If possible, look for treatment centers 

or programs that specialize in dual 

disorders care. These programs 

are designed to TREAT BOTH 
CONDITIONS HOLISTICALLY, 

helping individuals work toward 

recovery in a more structured and 

supportive environment.

Keep communication open with 
the treatment team

Coordination between healthcare 

providers isn’t always smooth, but 

open communication can help create 

a more connected approach to care.

Whenever possible, ask providers 

to share notes or participate 

in joint meetings (with the 

consent of the person receiving 

treatment) to ensure everyone is 

aligned on the treatment plan.

Don’t hesitate to:

Request regular updates 

from doctors, therapists, 

and addiction specialists.

Ask questions about 

treatment plans to ensure 

they address both conditions.

Advocate for 

collaboration between 

healthcare professionals.

Balancing caregiving responsibilities 

for someone with schizophrenia and co-

occurring substance use disorders with 

maintaining personal well-being can be 

quite challenging for family members.

9.5 Balancing caregiving  
and personal well-being 
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Caregivers should adopt strategies that 

support both their own health and their 

loved one's treatment needs.

While this is never easy, FINDING 
A BALANCE that works for both 

the caregiver and the person being 

cared for is key to maintaining long-

term well-being for all involved.

Prioritize self-care

It can be easy for caregivers to 

neglect their health and well-

being, especially when caring for a 

loved one with complex needs.

However, maintaining personal health 

is crucial for providing effective care. 

Caregivers should schedule time for 

themselves, even if it's just short breaks, 

exercise, or hobbies that promote relaxation.

Studies show that caregivers who 

regularly practice self-care can 

better handle the emotional and 

physical stress of caregiving.

It may also be helpful to seek therapy 

or counseling for themselves, 

as managing the emotional toll of 

caregiving can be overwhelming.

It is Important to remember that asking 

for help is not a sign of weakness. 

Support exists not just for the individual 

in treatment, but for caregivers as well. 

Set boundaries and manage 
expectations

Caregivers must SET REALISTIC 
EXPECTATIONS for themselves 

and their loved ones. This involves 

understanding that treatment progress may 

be slow and that setbacks can occur.

Setting reasonable boundaries and 

knowing when to say "no" or ask for help is 

vital for maintaining a sense of balance.

By setting manageable goals for both 

personal life and caregiving, caregivers 

can avoid feeling overwhelmed.

Develop a support network

A strong, SUPPORTIVE NETWORK 
OF PROFESSIONALS, 

family members, and peers can 

make a significant difference.

Caregivers should look for peer support 

groups or forums where they can connect 

with others who are going through similar 

experiences. Support groups not only 

offer emotional support but can also 

provide practical tips on how to manage 

caregiver stress, which is often linked to 

burnout and mental health challenges.

Don't hesitate to ask mental health 

professionals for resources that 

are available in your community.

 

While caring for a family member 

with schizophrenia and substance 

use disorder is an act of love and 

dedication, it is also demanding, both 

physically and emotionally, and can 

affect the caregiver’s well-being, 

eventually leading to burnout.

9.6 How to avoid and manage 
caregiver burnout 
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Recognizing the signs early and taking 

proactive steps to manage stress is 

essential for both the caregiver’s health 

and the quality of care they provide.

Recognizing burnout in 
caregivers

Caregiver burnout develops 

gradually, often going unnoticed 

until it significantly impacts daily life. 

Some common signs include:

Constant exhaustion

Emotional numbness 

or detachment

Increased irritability 

and mood swings

Guilt and self-doubt

Neglecting personal needs

Social withdrawal

Cognitive struggles

Physical symptoms of stress

CONSTANT EXHAUSTION
One of the most common signs of burnout 

is constant fatigue. Caregivers might find 

themselves feeling physically drained 

even after adequate rest, often 

accompanied by sleep disturbances.

EMOTIONAL NUMBNESS 
OR DETACHMENT
Caregivers may become apathetic or 

emotionally detached from their loved 

one, feeling like they cannot provide the 

same level of care or support they once 

did. This detachment can sometimes 

extend to a feeling of emptiness or 

disconnection from their own emotions.

INCREASED IRRITABILITY 
AND MOOD SWINGS
Irritability, frustration, or mood swings can 

signal burnout. Caregivers under stress 

might feel irritable over small issues, or 

react more strongly to minor frustrations.  

FEELINGS OF GUILT 
OR INADEQUACY
Feeling inadequate or blaming oneself 

for not doing enough. This sense of 

inadequacy can lower their self-

esteem and contribute to burnout.

NEGLECTING 
PERSONAL NEEDS
A key sign of burnout is the gradual 

neglect of personal needs, such as 

skipping meals, ignoring personal hygiene, 

or avoiding activities once enjoyed.

SOCIAL WITHDRAWAL
Due to stress or a lack of energy, caregivers 

may isolate themselves from 

friends and family. This withdrawal 

can worsen feelings of loneliness and 

exacerbate mental health challenges.

COGNITIVE STRUGGLES
Burnout can impair cognitive 

functioning, leading to difficulty 

concentrating, making decisions, or 

remembering important tasks. 

PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS 
OF STRESS
Chronic stress from caregiving 

can lead to physical symptoms 

such as headaches, gastrointestinal 

issues, high blood pressure, and 

increased vulnerability to illness.

Recognizing these symptoms early 

allows caregivers to take action before 

burnout leads to more serious mental 

or physical health complications.

How caregiver stress affects a 
loved one’s recovery

Caregiver stress affects more 

than just the caregiver - it can 

also affect the recovery of a 

loved one with schizophrenia 

and substance use disorder.

When caregivers are tired or emotionally 

drained, they may become more 

critical or frustrated. Without meaning 

to, they may express negativity, which 

can increase stress for their loved one 

and make recovery more difficult.

Some common reactions caregivers 

may experience include:

•	 Blaming substance use for 

all of their loved one’s struggles.

•	 Overestimating how much 

control their loved one has 

over their symptoms.

•	 Becoming less empathetic 

due to frustration and fatigue.

This emotional burden can lead to 

increased conflict, feelings of shame in the 

person receiving care, and even a higher 

risk of relapse.  

Caregivers need support to maintain 

a stable and healthy environment for 

themselves and their loved ones.

Preventing and managing 
caregiver burnout

While caregiving is challenging, 

several strategies can help prevent 

and manage burnout:

Recognize the signs of burnout early

Engage in self-care

Seek social support

Set realistic expectations 
and boundaries

Consider professional 
help for the caregiver

Utilize respite care

Family psychoeducation programs
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RECOGNIZE THE SIGNS 
OF BURNOUT EARLY
Awareness is the first step to addressing 

burnout. Studies have shown that 

caregivers who can identify burnout 

early are more likely to seek help 

before it becomes overwhelming.

ENGAGE IN SELF-CARE
Participating in regular exercise, proper 

nutrition, and relaxation activities (such 

as meditation or deep breathing) helps 

maintain well-being. Small, consistent self-

care efforts can have a significant impact.

SEEK SOCIAL SUPPORT
Connecting with others who can 

understand the situation, whether 

through caregiver support groups, online 

forums, or trusted friends, can provide 

emotional relief and practical guidance.

SET REALISTIC 
EXPECTATIONS AND 
BOUNDARIES
Understanding personal limits and setting 

boundaries on caregiving responsibilities 

prevents burnout. Clearly communicating 

needs and seeking assistance when 

necessary can reduce long-term stress.

CONSIDER 
PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT
Seeking professional support for 

own mental health, whether through 

counselling or therapy, such as cognitive-

behavioral therapy (CBT), can help 

caregivers manage anxiety, stress, 

and emotional strain. Consulting a 

case manager or social worker may 

also help ease logistical burdens.

UTILIZE RESPITE CARE
Caregivers should not hesitate to take 

breaks. Utilizing respite care services, 

where a trained professional temporarily 

takes over caregiving duties, allows 

caregivers to recharge and return to 

their role with renewed energy.

ENGAGE IN FAMILY 
PSYCHOEDUCATION 
PROGRAMS
These programs provide valuable 

information, coping strategies, and 

emotional support, helping both 

caregivers and their loved ones navigate 

the challenges of schizophrenia 

and substance use disorder.

Caregiving is a demanding responsibility, 

but it doesn’t have to come at the 

cost of the caregiver’s well-being. By 

recognizing the early signs of burnout, 

seeking support, and prioritizing self-care, 

caregivers can maintain their own health. 

It is important to remember that  

self-care isn't a luxury 
- it's a necessity for both 

the caregiver's well-being and their 

ability to provide quality care.
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