
 
 

How You Can Support a Loved One 
 

To offer meaningful support to a loved one experiencing struggles related to mental 
health, addictions, maladaptive coping strategies or other concerns, a first step may be 
to step back, evaluating our resources, including our most important resource - 
ourselves. Taking the time to connect to our own thoughts and feelings will better 
enable us to connect to the person we want to support and to community resources 
then, together, we can work from a common ground uniting us toward a shared vision of 
health and wholeness. 
 
We may be unable to see clearly in the immediacy of the circumstance. Our mind may 
be a tangle of disparate thoughts or ready to jump to conclusions. It will be helpful for us 
to step back noting if we see the circumstance through a negative lens which darkens 
our outlook; if not exactly positive, can we at least be open? 
 
Being open, we will likely find we have more to work with and will be more successful as 
we draw upon our resources to build a network of supportive relationships both 
professional and insightful within our community. Checking-in with ourselves we can 
ask, are we negatively shutting down our emotions and closing ourselves off from our 
loved one and other supporters or can we remain open until we can see the picture 
more clearly? We may need to revisit and check-in with our perspective often. 
 
It may be tempting not to tell family and friends what your loved one is going though, 
trying to keep this a secret. It will be important to give this decision heartfelt thought as 
keeping secrets can express a sense of shame which carries a message of blame. 
Once cover-ups begin when do they ever end - causing anxiety, fear and guilt - in place 
of helpful support from family and friends.  
 
It may be difficult but very worth while to know if your concerns and reactions are about 
the person you love or about yourself. Take the time to evaluate your own feelings of 
anxiety, fear and perhaps concern about being judged or your own sense of 
disappointment. Caring for and addressing your own emotions will be a vital first step 
rather than sending mixed messages to your loved one. This will be as important as 
checking-in often, noting if your emotional state is sliding into a negative state, shutting 
you down, making you less accessible to your loved one, family and support. 
 
At this time in their life, your loved one may look to you to be their anchor helping them 
feel secure while at the same time for support that will help them to roll with the waves 
with resilience - support to help anchor our soul, lift our spirit and help us to endure.  
 
Enduring is more than physical health – medical attention required for our body can be 
augmented by how we support other aspects of our health which may include our 
emotional, mental, social and spiritual well being.  When we care for our whole being, 
we can become aware of bringing a balance to our relationship both to ourselves and to 



one another. We can address aspects of our wellness and strengthen ourselves rather 
than focus on one area alone or “the problem”, throwing us out of balance. When we 
acknowledge aspects of our health are not in perfect harmony all the time but require 
our attention we can understand and appreciate tools we can work with. With this 
insight, we can be better prepared to perceive healthy support within our community. 
 
When we lack knowledge of community resources it may be difficult to perceive change 
is even possible. This may be one of the factors when tempted to deny to ourselves that 
a difficult situation exits - hoping it will go away. This is often referred to as the “no” 
stage of change or, pre-contemplation. Contemplation, the second stage of change, is 
often expressed as “yes, but” with justifications for not going further to the next stage of 
change. Preparation, the third stage, is when resources are researched and gathered, 
goals envisioned and possible strategies explored. The fourth and fifth stages are action 
and maintenance which may include lapses or slips. The above are referred to as the 
“yes” stage.    
 
The stages of change are not as linear as this description – there is often movement 
backward and forward between stages which can take place over many months or 
longer. We will have gained insight while working through our own process of change 
into the amount of effort, practice and dedication required to create change in our 
thinking, feeling and willingness to be open. In some part of us we may be ready to 
move forward, for example thoughts may be ready for action but feelings may be in 
denial. We are wise when we’re aware of our own shifting state. We can keep this 
foremost in our heart and mind while supporting a loved one to navigate these changes 
when they may feel lost and powerless, adrift, on a rudderless ship.  (See “Stages of 
Change” articles published in Moods Magazine, attached). 
 
It may be hard to be honest with ourselves when we all have busy lives. It can seem just 
too onerous to take on more, particularly if in the pre-preparation stage we perceive it 
will take too much time, too much effort, too many resources, for instance, too much 
money.  Not everyone will be at the same stage at the same time. This is where 
precious time can be lost and relationships torn apart. The one who needs our help will 
perceive the difficulty and may hide the depths of their struggles from us wanting to 
protect the relationships they hold dear or perhaps believing thoughts, such as, those I 
care about will suffer because of me or they won’t be able to understand; they may feel 
they are a burden or have let us down. 
 
Can we remember the spark of light that shone in their eyes when they were engaged in 
something meaningful? Can we support their rediscovering and reconnecting to that 
part of themselves? Whether music, photography, woodworking, writing, art or other 
expressions which gave them, figuratively or literally, that colour and rhythm in their life? 
Engaging in meaningful activity can be a step in the direction of change that helps us 
feel good and regulate our emotions -  excites us when we are down and calms us 
when we’re frayed; nourishing us with healthy emotional release and refreshment. 
Engaging our interests can provide us with a sense of accomplishment, renewed 



confidence even, and importantly, something positive we can share with others when in 
social settings. 
 
Socializing in a safe setting is valuable to us on several levels. We may observe our 
inner movement when we’re interested and drawn to what’s outside us and around us 
and reflect, inwardly, as impressions and feelings arise. This balancing movement can 
keep us from being stuck in ourselves or overwhelmed by outward stimulation or 
pressures. An ideal place to practice this balancing and awareness can be with trusted 
friends or in nature.  Our senses can receive the gifts of nature’s beauty, stimulation, 
fresh air, sunlight on our skin, bright openness - we can enjoy the warmth and spirit of 
friendship simply gathered around a bon fire, quietly, under the stars. 
 
Experiences such as these lift our spirit and are readily accessible. We can experience 
being positive and healthy. We can be reflective. We can be open, reconnecting with 
ourselves and with the world around us. With understanding friends, we can feel free 
from judgments - we don’t have to be prepared with an arsenal of defenses. We can 
enjoy physical movement and what moves our soul, breaking free from feelings of being 
isolated. We can feel joy, refreshment, peace, and gratitude - some of life’s 
satisfactions. 
 
Experiencing the commitment and loving understanding of those who are caring and 
emotionally available makes a difference. As our common ground, we can understand if 
the roles were reversed how we would wish to be helped. We would want to be able to 
turn to someone who is responsible for their own feelings and not negatively projecting 
them on us, even silently, in their thoughts. We would ask our supporters to see us with 
compassion, hear our fears even if they’re seemingly unfounded, not over-ride our 
feelings and help us to engage in healthy strategies which support our whole being. 
 
We can stand by our loved one with the power of our understanding and commitment as 
they become a self navigator as they’re able. When our loved one moves back and forth 
between the stages of change they need never feel alone if we can stay prepared, 
actively listening, supporting, sharing hope with respect, clear thinking and warmth of 
heart; knowing we’re continually developing news strengths and insight on the journey. 
 
When we survey our community for resources we may find time is required for referrals 
or there are wait lists or costs involved. We need not feel discouraged aware we have 
access to flexible support with a range of options. Rather than relying only on any single 
point of support we can create a “circle of support” which, as described, is available 
when needed, has no-cost and may be our most valuable resource - ourselves.  
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