
 
 
Understanding Anticipatory Grief as a Caregiver 
Anticipatory grief is the emotional response that can happen before a potential loss, 
often while caring for someone with a serious illness.  It is a normal but often 
unexpected part of the caregiving experience. 

About anticipatory grief 

Anticipatory grief is the grief you may feel before a potential loss occurs.  For caregivers, 
this can happen while caring for a loved one whose health is declining. 

You may find yourself grieving changes that are already happening, while also 
anticipating what is ahead.  This can feel confusing, especially because the person is still 
here. 

Causes of anticipatory grief for caregivers 

Caring for a loved one with a serious illness can bring both meaning and emotional 
strain.  Anticipatory grief often develops as you begin to process the reality of what may 
come.  You may experience this due to: 

• Changes in your loved one’s health or functioning 
• Uncertainty about the future 
• Shifts in your role or identity as a caregiver 
• Watching someone you love go through physical or emotional changes 
• Feeling caught between hope and preparing for potential loss 
• Lack of control over the situation 
• Emotional exhaustion or ongoing stress 

You may also find yourself grieving multiple losses at once, not just the potential loss of 
your loved one, but changes in your routines, relationships, and future plans. 

Signs of anticipatory grief in caregivers 

Anticipatory grief can show up emotionally, mentally, and physically. 

Common signs can include: 

• Feeling sad, tearful, or overwhelmed 
• Increased anxiety or worry 
• Irritability or anger 
• Guilt (including feeling guilty for thinking ahead or needing breaks) 
• Difficulty concentrating 
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• Trouble sleeping 
• Feeling emotionally drained or numb 
• Withdrawing from others 
• Thinking ahead about what like might look like after the potential loss 

You may notice your emotions shift quickly; some days may feel manageable, while 
others feel much heavier. 

How anticipatory grief is different from grief after loss 

Anticipatory grief shares many similarities with grief after a loss, but it can feel different 
in a few ways: 

• You may feel like you’re in an “in between” space, grieving while still caregiving 
• Emotions can feel more unpredictable or conflicting 
• You may be balancing hope with preparation 
• There can be added stress from caregiving responsibilities 

It is important to know there is no “right” way to experience this.  Some people feel 
intense grief before a loss, while others feel very little until after. 

Tips for coping with anticipatory grief 

Anticipatory grief can be heavy, especially when you’re also caring for someone else.  
Taking care of yourself matters here, too. 

• Acknowledge what you’re feeling: give yourself permission to feel what comes up.  
Your emotions are a natural response to a difficult situation. 

• Practice self-compassion: what you are going through is hard, and it is okay to not 
be okay.  Try to speak to yourself the way you would to someone else in your 
position, with patience and understanding rather than pressure or judgment. 

• Check in with yourself: take a few moments to notice how you’re doing, physically 
and emotionally.  Even brief check-ins can help you stay grounded. 

• Talk about it: sharing your experience with someone you trust can help you feel 
less alone.  This might be a friend, family member, support group, or counselor.  
Some patients and caregivers find that sharing their grief with each other, rather 
than grieving separately, brings them closer. 

• Take breaks when you can: even short breaks can help reset your energy.  
Stepping away does not mean you care any less. 

• Focus on the present when possible: while it is natural to think ahead, try to also 
notice meaningful moments happening now. 

• Find small ways to care for yourself: this could be rest, fresh air, journaling, or 
something that helps you feel even slightly recharged. 


