RESEARCH SUMMARY

Understanding the Health Effects of Caregiving Stress:
New Directions in Molecular Aging

Authors Christian LM, Wilson SJ, Madison AA, Prakash RS, Burd CE, Rosko AE,
Kiecolt-Glaser JK

Published In Ageing Research Reviews, Vol. 92, 2023

Care Specialist & Dr. Butler, March 2026

Date Reviewed

Topic Area Caregiving / Chronic Diseases

Source Link doi:10.1016/j.arr.2023.102096

Why this matters: If you care for a loved one with dementia, this research validates what you
may already sense: the stress of caregiving can take a profound toll on your body, not just your
emotions. This review shows that dementia caregiving is linked to faster biological aging at the
cellular level —through chronic inflammation, weakened immunity, and changes in the very DNA
markers that predict how quickly we age. Understanding these pathways is the first step toward
protecting your own health while you care for someone else.

Overview

This review, led by researchers at The Ohio State University, synthesized decades of research on how
dementia caregiving affects physical and mental health. The authors asked a central question: does
the chronic stress of caring for someone with dementia actually speed up the aging process at a
biological level? They examined evidence across inflammation, immune function, depression,
cognitive decline, and three cutting-edge molecular aging biomarkers, such as telomere length,
p16INK4a (a marker of cellular senescence), and epigenetic age to propose a new research
framework for understanding when and why caregiving harms health.

Key findings

« Dementia caregiving can be associated with chronic inflammation—a key biological pathway
behind heart disease, diabetes, frailty, and cognitive decline. In one study, spousal dementia
caregivers’ levels of the inflammatory marker IL-6 increased four times faster than those of
non-caregivers over six years and even continued rising after the care recipient had passed
away.

» Spousal caregivers face the greatest health risks. They provide more hours of care, are more
likely to be the sole provider, and experience greater depression, financial strain, and social
isolation. The risk of coronary heart disease was nearly double for spousal caregivers
compared to those caring for a parent or friend.

» Some research shows caregiving can provide a sense of purpose and social connection that
may actually protect health. The difference often comes down to the type and intensity of
care: voluntary, part-time helping may boost well-being, while intensive, round-the-clock
dementia care. Incorporating respite and social

What this means for you

If you are caring for someone with dementia, this research is a powerful reminder that your health
matters too. The effects of caregiving stress go deeper than feeling tired or overwhelmed. Chronic
inflammation from sustained stress can quietly accelerate aging and increase your risk for serious
illness. Prioritize regular check-ups and be honest with your doctor about your stress levels, sleep



quality, and mood. Seek out support networks, respite care, and stress management tools such as
counseling, physical activity, or mindfulness practices. Even small moments of self-care can help
buffer the biological impact of caregiving stress.

Research Limitations to keep in mind

This is a narrative review synthesizing existing studies, not a new experiment. Many studies capture
a single snapshot in time, making it difficult to determine cause and effect. The authors note that
much of the molecular aging biomarker research has not yet been applied specifically to dementia
caregivers; they propose a future research agenda rather than reporting completed findings in that
area. Additionally, the populations studied have been predominantly White, and more research is
needed on how caregiving stress affects racial and ethnic minorities, rural caregivers, and LGBTQ+
caregivers.
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