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Chronic lliness: Beyond the Physical Symptoms

When individuals are initially diagnosed with a
chronic physical illness (like cancer, arthritis, diabetes,
or heart disease), the first focus is on treatments aimed
at reducing pain, stopping the spread of the disease,
and making lifestyle changes that will help lessen the
severity or improve the prognosis of the physical illness.
These actions are essential; however, it is also crucial to
remember that there are often psychological, emotional,
and social changes involved as well.

Many people with physical health concerns also
have overlapping mental health issues, especially anxiety
and depression. For some, a physical diagnosis can
exacerbate an underlying psychological concern; for
others, mental health issues emerge as a result of the
diagnosis while dealing with the physical health problem.
Research has shown that individuals with chronic illness
often reach diagnosable levels of clinical depression and
anxiety, though many of those people do not seek the
psychological treatment that could benefit them (Katz,
Flasher, Cacciapaglia & Nelson, 2001).

When someone with a chronic illness notices
changes in mood, appetite, sleeping habits, motivation,
energy levels, and general life enjoyment, he or she may
be experiencing some of the symptoms of anxiety or
depression. There are several steps that can be taken to
help: talking to a mental health professional, finding ways
to exercise and be active in life, and seeking out friends
to talk to.

Find a Trusted Counselor Finding a trusted
counselor to talk to about the physical symptoms of a
chronic illness as well as the psychological, emotional,
and social ramifications is important for many people
with a chronic illness. Gleaning support from a counselor
throughout the potentially traumatic phases of treatment
and through the emotional highs and lows of the process
can be crucial for many people. Individuals with physical
issues should be prepared to help educate their counselors
and/or to recommend resources for better understanding
their disease situation. Reaching out to a trained counselor
may be difficult at first, but talking to an objective, outside
observer can provide some stability and support that close
friends and family are often unable to provide.

Stay Active The physical disesmpowerment that
comes with many chronic illnesses may make people feel
helpless and can lead to a spiral of depression and anxiety.

Each individual’s experience of a particular disorder is
unique, and finding ways to cope is a personal process.
Some individuals find that staying active through
exercise, involvement in a career or volunteer activities,
and engagement in hobbies helps provide fulfillment
that might ordinarily be lost with changes in physical
functioning.

Gather Social Support Social support is one
of the key factors associated with lowered levels of

depression and increased well being in individuals with
chronic illness (Fyrand et al., 2002). Social support
can serve as a buffer that prevents people from sinking
further into depression or anxiety. Some individuals
are able to find support from other people with similar
diagnoses. If it is helpful to talk to other people with
similar disorders, seek out a support group or consider
finding an online community to join. It can also be
beneficial to talk to family and caring friends who do
not have the disorder. One’s church or synagogue could
be another source of social, emotional, and spiritual
support.

However, physical limitations from the chronic
illness can impair a person’s ability to seek out friends
and socialize. Asking for help from children or a spouse
can be almost unthinkable for certain individuals.
Learning to find a balance between seeking support
and maintaining some autonomy is always a learning
process; it can present a unique struggle for people with
chronic illness.

Look for the Silver Lining A new area of
research in the field of health psychology has focused

on how people are able to find positive outcomes after
a traumatic experience. Researchers have found that
individuals who are able to find some silver lining in
the dark cloud of coping with a new diagnosis often
fare better than those who stay pessimistic (Tedeschi,
2001). Other research has shown that people who
take steps to improve their psychological well being
can actually do better physically. One study of people
with arthritis showed that those who reported being
less depressed had lower levels of pain and actually
had less swelling of joints than their more depressed
counterparts (Cohen, 1996). Individuals with chronic
illness may find a variety of positive benefits of their
illness, which may include closer relationships, the
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Happy Holidays?

& How can such a joyful time of the year cause
people depression and anxiety?

The holiday season can mean a variety of things to people.
It can be associated with delightful family traditions or
unpleasant memories of the past. It can also be a reminder
of the loss of a loved one. Many times expectations for
a wonderful season are set too high and hopes are left
unfulfilled and a sense of grief and loss related to dashed
hopes can set in.

b How can you recognize holiday depression in a
friend or family member?

Look for withdrawal, social isolation, sadness, lifelessness,
overeating, and excessive drinking or sleeping.

a Is time-management the answer to the holiday
chaos people experience?

No, realistic expectations are the answer. It is important
to keep expectations and desires realistic in terms of what
you hope for relationally and what you want to be able to
do financially.

& Whatcan people do to limit their expectations, and
consequent disappointments, of the holiday season?

Individuals can resist the tendency to compare themselves
to others. Try exchanging gifts of “love” that come from
the heart or from the work of your own hands, rather than
“things” with little emotional value behind them. Look
for alternative ways of celebrating the holidays that don’t
overwhelm the spirit or the pocket book. Limit excessive
travel and cramped schedules trying to please everyone.
Recognize the possibility that different family traditions will
conflict with one another and be willing to be flexible.

& How can you teach your children to focus on
giving, rather than receiving, during the holidays?

Parents could try to model the emphasis in their own
giving —to their friends, family, and community. Think about
giving more experiences - like a membership at the science or
art museums, tickets to an event or theater - that will create
shared time and fond memories. Consider holding a family
conference to decide on a charity to support. Focus on the
giving of “actions” rather than “items,” but be prepared to
tolerate your child(ren)’s initial disappointment when they
don’t receive the usual toys. Building new traditions takes
time and commitment.
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Integrating Spirituality
and Psychotherapy

Dates: January 9, 2009 — March 13, 2009

Time: Fridays, 8:15 — 9:45 a.m.

Location: Des Moines Pastoral Counseling Center
Fee: $200.00

Registration

Deadline: December 19, 2008

Instructor: Peter Brantner, M.Div., M.S.

Integrating Spirituality and Psychotherapy is a ten-week
introductory course exploring the integration of spirituality
and psychotherapy when counseling clients who identify
faith and/or spirituality as important components of
their self-identity. Objectives for the course include:

* examining barriers and bridges between
faith/spirituality and psychotherapy

e assisting the counselor in examining his/her
own spiritual identity and building awareness
of transference/countertransference issues in
client work

e providing exposure to models of spiritual
development and to assessment instruments
and their use in therapy

» creating awareness of ethical issues and
appropriate boundary setting with clients.

Peter Brantner, M.Div., M.S., is a pastoral

counselor. Pete has a B.S. degree from lowa State
University, a Master of Divinity degree from St. Paul
School of Theology in Kansas City, MO (a United
Methodist seminary), and a Master of Science degree
in Community Counseling from Drake University.
He is ordained as a minister in the Presbyterian
Church (USA) and has completed the program in
pastoral counseling and psychotherapy at the Des
Moines Pastoral Counseling Center. Pete works with
individuals and couples. He has a special interest in
working with adults who have experienced trauma in their
lives. Pete sees clients in both Des Moines and Lenox, IA.

Save this date:
FRIDAY, MARCH 6, 2009

Guest Speaker will he the young award-winning
lowa author, Kali VanBaale, The Space Between



