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Abstract
Purpose—Stroke caregivers often express the need for information about stroke and assistance
with stroke-related care in the early discharge period. The Telephone Assessment and Skill-
Building Kit (TASK) is an 8-week program that addresses caregiver needs. This study explored
the efficacy of the TASK program in improving stroke caregiver outcomes.

Method—Guided by a conceptual model, 6 outcomes (optimism, task difficulty, threat appraisal,
depressive symptoms, life changes, general health perceptions) were measured in 40 caregivers
randomized to the TASK (n = 21) or an attention control group (n = 19). Data were analyzed using
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), controlling for baseline scores and minutes spent with the
nurse.

Results—Significant increases in optimism at 4 weeks, 8 weeks, and 12 weeks were found, with
medium effect sizes for the TASK group relative to the control group (p < .05). Significant
improvements in task difficulty at 4 weeks, and threat appraisal at both 8 weeks and 12 weeks
were also found (p < .05).

Conclusion—Caregivers receiving the TASK intervention improved in optimism, task
difficulty, and threat appraisal. Further testing of an enhanced version of the TASK program is
warranted, with attention directed toward more distal stroke caregiver outcomes.

Keywords
clinical trial; depression; family caregivers; health; intervention studies; outcomes; quality of life;
stroke; stress

Stroke is a leading cause of serious long-term disability.1 Because of disability, 68% to 74%
of stroke survivors require the care of family members.2,3 These family caregivers need to
quickly learn how to assist stroke survivors with a variety of impairments (including motor,
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sensory, visual, language, cognitive, and affective),1,4 while adapting to the changes in their
own lives as a result of providing care.5–9 Caregivers’ needs are often not met because of
inadequate training from health care providers.6,10,11 Such unmet needs can increase
caregivers’ stress, strain, and risk for mortality,12 as well as impede the rehabilitation of the
survivor13 and increase the survivor’s risk for costly, long-term institutionalization.13

Many authors recommend that future interventions focus on meeting caregivers’ specific
needs.6,14–19 Clinically tested interventions should help caregivers gain skills that would
help them avoid negative caregiver outcomes. The purpose of this study was to determine
the preliminary efficacy of the Telephone Assessment and Skill-Building Kit (TASK), an 8-
week intervention program that assesses caregivers’ unmet needs and helps them to obtain
needed information and skills in the early discharge period.

Background
Assessment of stroke caregiver needs from the caregiver’s perspective is increasingly
emphasized in the literature,6,18,20,21 as well as in current patient care guidelines for stroke
rehabilitation.22,23 These guidelines22 recommend that health care providers involve family
caregivers in making decisions and planning treatments for survivors, be alert to the stress
and support needs of caregivers, provide information on community resources and services,
and provide patient and family caregiver education about stroke and potential complications.
Despite these recommendations, family caregivers are commonly neglected by health care
providers in the practice setting6,10,11 and, as a result, experience a variety of unmet needs.
6,20

Caregiver needs
Integrative reviews suggest that skill-building interventions are more helpful than psycho-
educational support interventions.17,24–26 Stroke family caregivers have needs for building
skills within a variety of areas. Caregivers desire more information about warning signs of a
second stroke, risk factors, and recommended lifestyle changes.6,27 Managing emotions and
behaviors in stroke survivors is among the most stressful aspects of providing care and
contributes to caregiver depressive symptoms.5,21,28,29 Needs and concerns about providing
physical care include such things as assisting the survivor with activities of daily living,
managing symptoms and deficits, and managing medications.5,6,30 Providing instrumental
care includes dealing with financial issues, providing transportation, assisting with
household tasks, as well as finding someone to care for the survivor while the primary
caregiver is away.5,6,21 Finally, caregivers commonly neglect their own needs, including
dealing with their emotions and depressive symptoms, shouldering new responsibilities,
balancing caregiving with existing responsibilities (e.g., employment), asking family and
friends for help, keeping their social life going, as well as keeping their energy level up and
taking care of their health.6,21

Caregiver outcomes
Caregivers with unmet needs can experience depressive symptoms, negative life changes,
and poorer physical health. These depressive symptoms can be associated with added strain,
which has been shown to be a risk factor for caregiver mortality.12 Estimates of the
prevalence of depressive symptoms in stroke caregivers range between 30% and 52%,
13,31,32 with the poorest mental health occurring when survivors are discharged home early.
33 Factors associated with caregiver depressive symptoms include difficulty with caregiving
tasks, high threat appraisal, and negative life changes.5–9 Tasks most difficult for caregivers
include managing finances, managing the survivor’s behaviors, and providing emotional
support to the survivor.5 Negative life changes include lack of time for family and friends
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and worsening emotional well-being, physical health, and financial well-being.8,9 The wide
variety of unmet caregiver needs (e.g., obtaining information, managing emotions and
behaviors, providing physical and instrumental care, dealing with personal responses) that
contribute to negative caregiver outcomes (e.g., difficulty with tasks, high threat appraisal,
depressive symptoms, negative life changes, poor health) underscore the need for
multicomponent caregiver interventions in this population.

Stroke caregiver intervention research
Research has not produced sufficient evidence on stroke caregiver interventions that can be
easily incorporated into practice.10,13,18,23,25,34 Visser-Meily and colleagues18 identified 22
studies in that area from January 1966 to March 2003; in updating their review to December
2008, five additional studies were found.35–39 Out of the total of 27 studies reviewed,18,35–
39 only 13 (48%) reported positive results on one or more outcome measures. Several
potential reasons for the nonsignificant findings have led to recommendations for future
research.

A recent meta-analysis of four stroke caregiver intervention studies highlighted the
importance of a theoretical rationale to guide such studies so that interventions can be better
explained.40 This recommendation has appeared in other caregiver literature as well.24,41

Forster et al25 concluded from their review of stroke caregiver intervention studies that the
provision of information alone had no effect on mood, perceived health status, or quality of
life for stroke caregivers. Other interventions that combined education with problem-solving
strategies were much more effective than the use of education alone.25,42,43 These studies as
a whole suggest the importance of using a combination of approaches; this view is
consistent with caregiver meta-analyses that reveal that multicomponent interventions using
skill-building strategies are relatively more effective.17,26,44 Caregiver intervention studies
that better target the needs and concerns of family caregivers, rather than the needs of stroke
survivors, have been strongly recommended.18 Other studies indicate that tailoring
interventions to the individual needs of caregivers is more effective than group
interventions.16,17,19 These recommendations are also consistent with caregiver studies that
suggest selecting caregivers who have the most needs, then tailoring interventions to address
those needs.45,46

Recommendations regarding methodological issues have also been made. Lee and
colleagues40 recommended that more attention be directed toward ensuring treatment
fidelity of stroke caregiver interventions. Correct timing and length for interventions (7–9
sessions) is also recommended.17,18,47 In terms of outcomes measurement, quality outcome
measures relevant to stroke caregivers are essential because existing research has been
limited by the use of measures that lacked sensitivity to detect relevant changes.18,48

Tele-health is another area relevant to intervention design, because many stroke caregivers
are unable to attend on-site sessions and face-to-face visits in the home are expensive and
time-consuming.49 Although video-conferencing is gaining popularity, some caregivers
have expressed discomfort with the technology, which includes concerns about privacy and
home security. Other drawbacks include poor connectivity and costs related to installing
equipment in the home.49 Currently, no reported stroke caregiver interventions have been
delivered completely by telephone; most involve at least one face-to-face visit.50

The TASK intervention was designed based on recommendations from the literature. A
conceptual model derived from Lazarus’ theory51,52 was used to evaluate the TASK
intervention. TASK is an individualized, multicomponent intervention designed to promote
skill building in stroke caregivers based on their needs and concerns. Delivered completely
by telephone, the eight-session TASK intervention is initiated within 1 month after the
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stroke survivor is discharged to the home setting, a time period when caregivers have the
opportunity to identify and articulate their needs. Treatment fidelity and quality outcome
measures were carefully considered in the design of the study.

Conceptual Model
The conceptual model for the study (Figure 1) was derived from Lazarus’s transactional
theory of stress.51,52 Lazarus posits that when individuals encounter a stressful situation,
personality and situational factors are mediated by appraisal, resulting in emotional and
adaptational outcomes.51,52 In this study, caregiver optimism represents a personality factor,
task difficulty represents a situational factor, threat appraisal represents a mediator,
depressive symptoms represent an emotional outcome, and life changes and general health
perceptions represent adaptational outcomes. Threat appraisal is defined as the anticipation
of harm or loss associated with providing care.7–9,51,52 Caregiver life changes refer to
changes in social functioning, subjective well-being, and physical health specifically as a
result of providing care,7–9 consistent with Lazarus’s definition of adaptational outcomes.
51,52

The TASK intervention was designed to reduce caregiver task difficulty by addressing
caregivers’ needs in four main areas: (a) finding information about stroke, (b) managing the
survivor’s emotions and behaviors, (c) providing personal care, and (d) providing
instrumental care. It was also designed to increase caregiver optimism and reduce threat
appraisal by helping caregivers deal with their personal responses to providing care.
Reducing task difficulty and threat appraisal and improving optimism were expected to
result in better emotional and adaptational outcomes for the caregiver. The conceptual model
derived from Lazarus’s theory has been supported in prior studies.7–9 For example, model
constructs including task difficulty, threat appraisal, and depressive symptoms explained a
significant amount of variance in life changes.7–9 Caregiver threat appraisal was also found
to be an independent predictor of caregiver emotional distress and general health
perceptions.7

Method
Design

A randomized controlled clinical trial design was used to test the efficacy of the TASK
intervention. Guided by the conceptual model in Figure 1, six theoretically based outcomes
were measured at baseline, 4 weeks (half-way though intervention), 8 weeks (end of
intervention), and 12 weeks (4 weeks after end of intervention). Caregiver and stroke
survivor characteristics were also measured at baseline.

TASK intervention—Written tip sheets were developed for each of the 32 items in the
Caregiver Needs and Concerns Checklist (CNCC)6 addressing the five areas of skill-
building needs: (a) finding information about stroke, (b) managing the survivor’s emotions
and behaviors,(c)providing physical care,(d)providing instrumental care, and (e) dealing
with personal responses to providing care. In addition, five process tip sheets provided skill-
building strategies such as strengthening existing skills, screening for depressive symptoms,
maintaining realistic expectations, problem solving, and communicating with health
professionals. A workbook detailing stress management strategies53–55 for the survivor and
the caregiver was also developed.

The tip sheets and workbook were revised based on evaluations by 10 experts including 4
nurses, 1 project manager involved in the Resources for Enhancing Alzheimer’s Caregiver
Health (REACH) studies,56 1 neuropsychologist, and 4 experienced stroke caregivers. The
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final TASK notebook contained 38 written tip sheets, a stress management workbook, and a
brochure on family caregiving from the American Stroke Association (ASA). After baseline,
the notebook was mailed to caregivers randomized to the TASK intervention. Caregivers in
the TASK intervention group received eight weekly calls by a nurse who facilitated
caregivers’ weekly assessment of skill needs using the CNCC,6 followed by individualized
interventions that addressed priority skill needs identified by the caregiver. The
individualized interventions based on each caregiver’s priority skill needs enabled the
caregivers to build their skills in the areas most pertinent to them during the early discharge
period.

Attention control—The attention control group received a brochure on family caregiving
from the ASA and eight weekly calls from a nurse. During the calls, nurses only provided
active listening and paraphrasing; they provided no advice or information to the caregivers
other than telling them to contact their health care provider or to contact the ASA for
additional materials.

Treatment fidelity—Special effort was made to enhance, maintain, and track treatment
fidelity of both the TASK intervention and attention control conditions during the pilot. The
Treatment Fidelity Checklist (TFC) published by Borelli and colleagues41 was used as a
guide. The TFC includes topics related to design, training, delivery, receipt, and enactment
of interventions.41 Design involved monitoring treatment dose for both intervention and
control groups. Two caregivers in the TASK group and two in the control group missed one
out of the eight weekly nurse calls. The remaining 36 caregivers completed all eight calls.
Number of minutes of telephone contact was monitored as well. The design was also
enhanced by basing the TASK intervention on a conceptual model that allowed for tailoring
of interventions to meet individual caregiver needs. Training was provided for the nurses
using standardized protocols and treatment manuals for both intervention and control
groups. Prior to interacting with caregivers, nurses were required to “pass” role-playing
sessions using structured checklists. Nurses were also required to have a current registered
nurse license. Delivery was monitored through audio-taping of calls and evaluation of
adherence to protocols using checklists. Individualized retraining was provided based on
evaluations. Receipt was assessed by asking caregivers to rate the amount of information
they received each week (too little, just right, too much). Enactment was assessed by asking
caregivers to rate (a) how much they used the skill-building strategies from the prior week
(not used, used a little, some, a lot); (b) how helpful each of the TASK tip sheets were (not
helpful, little, moderate, very, extremely); and (c) how their problems were resolved (not
resolved, making progress, fully resolved, resolved on its own).

Sample and procedures
Caregivers were recruited from a local rehabilitation hospital and three local acute care
hospitals. The participant flow diagram is provided in Figure 2. A total of 293 caregivers
were screened from March 2005 through June 2006. Of those, 69 (23.5%) could not be
contacted, 43 (14.7%) refused participation, and 131 (44.7%) were ineligible. Of the 131
ineligible caregivers, 47 considered the stroke survivors to be the same as before the stroke
or had fewer than two caregiver tasks; 35 reported that the survivor was in long-term care;
16 reported that the survivor had died; 10 caregivers were unable to hear or read or were not
fluent in the English language; 10 reported that the survivor had a history of alcohol or drug
abuse or severe mental illness; 8 reported that the survivor did not have a stroke; 4
caregivers were outside the enrollment window; and 1 caregiver was pregnant.

Following baseline data collection, a total of 50 caregivers were randomized to the TASK
intervention (n = 26) or attention control group (n = 24) using a block randomization
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procedure in blocks of six to promote equal sample sizes. Randomization assignments were
created a priori by the statistician, with outcome data collectors being blinded to randomized
group allocation throughout the study period. Five caregivers were removed from the
analysis because of minimal difficulty with tasks. This exclusion criterion will be used in
future studies to conserve resources and to target the intervention to caregivers most in need,
as recommended in other caregiver research.45,46 There was very low attrition over the
course of the study. One survivor died from pancreatic cancer and one died from chronic
liver failure. Screening procedures will be revised in the future to avoid enrolling caregivers
managing end of life issues. Only one caregiver in the TASK group and two caregivers in
the attention control group were lost to follow-up. The final sample for data analysis
included 40 caregivers (TASK, n = 21; attention control, n = 19). The study was approved
by the university institutional review board, and caregivers gave informed consent prior to
data collection.

Instruments
A demographic data form was used to collect information regarding caregiver and stroke
survivor characteristics. Stroke survivor impairment was measured using the Stroke Specific
Quality of Life Scale Proxy (SSQOL-Pr), a 49-item tool measuring quality of life in stroke
survivors from the perspective of the caregiver.57,58 SSQOL-Pr subscales represent quality
of life domains that are specifically affected by stroke. These domains represent common
areas of stroke impairment from the perspective of the caregiver. Five subscales were
selected for this study consistent with the conceptual model (mobility, self-care, language,
thinking, and personality). Possible subscale scores range from 1 to 5, with lower scores
meaning more impairment. The SSQOL-Pr was necessary because some survivors had
aphasia and/or cognitive impairment and because stroke survivors were not enrolled into the
study. Both the SSQOL and the SSQOL-Pr have acceptable evidence of internal consistency
reliability, construct validity, and responsiveness to change,57,58 although the SSQOL-Pr
scores have yielded lower scores for quality of life perceptions than SSQOL scores for
patients.57 Cronbach alphas for the SSQOL-Pr have ranged from .83 to .92.9 In this study,
Cronbach alphas were acceptable (mobility .93, self-care .83, language .96, thinking .74,
personality .91).

The Revised Life Orientation Test (LOT-R) was used to measure caregiver optimism as an
antecedent personality factor. The LOT-R consists of six items rated on a Likert-type scale,
with higher scores indicating greater optimism. The LOT-R has documented evidence of
reliability and validity59 and has been used in studies with stroke caregivers9,60,61 as well as
cancer caregivers.62 Cronbach’s alpha for this study was .73.

Perceived difficulty with tasks was measured by the Oberst Caregiving Burden Scale
Difficulty Subscale (OCBS). The OCBS measures the perceived difficulty associated with
15 different types of caregiving tasks, with scores ranging from 15 to 75.5 Item responses
range from not difficult =1 to extremely difficult = 5. Acceptable evidence of both content
and construct validity has been reported in cancer caregivers.63 Evidence of construct
validity, including unidimensionality, has been reported in stroke caregivers.5 Internal
consistency reliability estimates in stroke caregivers have ranged from .84 to .94.5,7–9

Cronbach’s alpha for this sample was .85.

Defined as the anticipation of harm or loss associated with providing care, threat appraisal
was measured by the Appraisal of Caregiving Threat Subscale (ACS). The ACS measures
the degree to which caregivers’ tasks, relationships, interpersonal support, lifestyle,
emotional and physical health, and the overall personal impact of caregiving are appraised
as threatening.64 Scores range from 12 to 60, and items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type
scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Evidence of internal consistency
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reliability, content, and construct validity has been reported in cancer caregivers.64 Internal
consistency reliability estimates in stroke caregivers have ranged between .86 and .92.7–9

Cronbach’s alpha for this sample was .92.

The Patient Health Questionnaire Depression Scale (PHQ-9) measuring caregiver
depressive symptoms is based on the nine DSM-IV criteria for depressive disorders. Items
are rated on a 4-point scale ranging from not at all to nearly every day, with total scores
ranging from 0 to 27. Evidence of internal consistency reliability, validity, specificity, and
sensitivity has been reported in primary care populations65 as well as in stroke survivors.66

In stroke caregivers, internal consistency estimates have ranged from .80 to .86.9 The
advantages of using the PHQ-9 are its brevity as well as its clinically meaningful cutoff
points for no (0–4), mild (5–9), moderate (10–14), moderately severe (15–19), and severe
depression (20–27) that are easily interpreted by health care providers.65,66 Cronbach’s
alpha for this sample was .84.

The 15-item Bakas Caregiving Outcomes Scale (BCOS) measures caregiver life changes
specifically as a result of providing care.8,9 Items address changes in social functioning,
subjective well-being, and physical health consistent with Lazarus’s51,52 definition of
adaptational outcomes. Items are rated on a 7-point scale ranging from changed for the
worst to changed for the best. Total scores range from 15 to 105, with lower scores
indicating more negative life changes. Evidence of content validity, internal consistency
reliability, test-retest reliability, construct validity, criterion-related validity, and
unidimensionality for the total scale has been reported in three different samples of stroke
caregivers.8,9 Internal consistency reliability estimates have ranged from .77 to .90.8,9
Cronbach’s alpha for this sample was .92.

The SF-36 Health Survey General Health Subscale (SF-36GH) is a widely used measure
with established psychometric properties.67 The SF-36GH consists of five items rated on a
Likert-type scale that are scored to range from 0 to 100, with higher scores indicating better
general health perceptions. The SF-36GH has been used in research with stroke caregivers
with acceptable documented reliability.7–9 Cronbach’s alpha for this sample was .87.

Data analysis
Data were screened and double-checked for errors in data entry. One-sample Kolmogovov-
Smirnov Z tests were used to assess normality, and Cronbach’s alpha was used to estimate
internal consistency reliability. No significant non-normality was detected, and Cronbach’s
alphas ranged from .73 to .96 for all of the scales. Descriptive statistics, independent
samples t tests, and chi-square tests were used to describe caregiver and survivor
characteristics and to assess for baseline group differences. There was a significant
difference in the total number of minutes spent on the telephone with the nurse for the
TASK group (mean =236.8 minutes) relative to the attention control group (128.8 minutes),
t =4.252, p < .001. This difference indicated the need for adjustment of the findings to
account for dose-response effects.68 Total number of minutes of telephone contact with the
nurse was therefore used as a covariate in assessing preliminary intervention effects for each
of the outcomes. For each time point, data were analyzed using univariate analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) for each outcome, controlling for baseline scores and number of
minutes spent with the nurse. The study was not designed to have sufficient power to detect
treatment by group interactions, because it was a pilot; therefore separate univariate models
were tested for each time point separately. This was a pilot study, so no adjustments were
made to the significance level because of multiple testing. Partial η2 was used to estimate
effect sizes using SPSS for ANCOVA (small, ≤.08; medium, .09–.24; large, ≥.25).69,70

Partial η2 is used in ANCOVA to represent the percent variance in the dependent variable
explained by the independent variable (i.e., treatment group) while controlling for
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covariates.69,70 It is a comparable estimate to r2.69,70 Outcomes included caregiver
optimism, task difficulty, threat appraisal, depressive symptoms, life changes, and general
health perceptions. Alpha of p < .05 for a two-tailed test was used to interpret the findings.

Results
Caregiver and stroke survivor characteristics for each group, including survivor impairment,
are provided in Table 1. Similar to other caregiver studies,8,9,46,71,72 the mean age of
caregivers was 57 years, with 73% of the caregivers being female, 58% spouses, 25% adult
children, and 17% representing other types of relationships. In terms of race, 25% were
African American, 73% Caucasian, and 2% other, which is reflective of the region where
recruitment sites were located. There were significant differences in terms of survivor
gender, with more male survivors in the attention control group (χ2 = 5.11, p = .02).
Adjusting for this variable did not influence the findings. There were no other significant
baseline group differences in caregiver and survivor characteristics. Survivor impairment
scores were moderate across all five subscales on a 1 to 5 scale, with 5 meaning low
impairment.

Table 2 provides data regarding the preliminary efficacy of the TASK program in relation to
the attention control group. Significant increases in caregiver optimism at 4 weeks, F(1, 36)
= 5.95, p = .02, η2 = .14, 8 weeks, F(1, 36) = 6.13, p = .02, η2 = .15, and 12 weeks, F(1, 36)
= 6.40, p = .02, η2 = .15, were found, with medium effect sizes for the TASK intervention
group relative to the control group. Significant decreases in task difficulty at 4 weeks, F(1,
36) = 5.30, p = .03, η2 = .13, were found; however, findings were not significant at 8 and 12
weeks, most likely because of the low scores at these time points for the intervention group.
There were no significant improvements in threat appraisal at 4 weeks; however, threat
appraisal at both 8 weeks, F(1, 36) = 5.67, p = .02, η2 = .14, and 12 weeks, F(1, 36) = 8.50,
p = .01, η2 = .19, was significantly decreased, with medium effect sizes. Although not
significant in this small sample, moderate decreases were found for depressive symptoms at
4 weeks, F(1, 36) = 3.35, p = .08, η2 = .09; however, the effect sizes became small at 8 and
12 weeks. Small, nonsignificant improvements were noted in life changes, and general
health perceptions remained fairly stable. Table 3 shows the adjusted means and standard
error estimates for each of the outcomes at each time point. Figures 3 and 4 provide visual
graphs of the data based on the adjusted means.

Discussion
By addressing individual needs and concerns through skill-building interventions, the TASK
program was hypothesized to improve stroke caregiver outcomes based on a conceptual
model derived from Lazarus’s theory.51,52 The TASK intervention was found to be most
efficacious at improving caregiver optimism. This finding may be surprising because
optimism is typically regarded as a relatively stable personality trait that influences how one
appraises stress.51,59 Bakas and colleagues9 found that caregiver optimism was moderately
negatively correlated with threat appraisal and depressive symptoms, consistent with
previous stroke caregiver research.61 In cancer caregivers, optimism was found to be an
important predictor of caregiver depression, as well as an influence on their health and daily
schedule.62 Optimism may be regarded as an important trait to identify caregivers at risk for
negative outcomes such as depression62; findings from this study suggest that the TASK
intervention improves optimism. The TASK program includes stress management strategies
that help caregivers deal with their personal responses, such as recognizing automatic
negative thoughts and replacing them with more positive, realistic thoughts.53–55 These
findings suggest that interventions designed to enhance optimism through stress
management techniques might have the potential to reduce threat appraisal and decrease
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caregiver depressive symptoms. The TASK program was shown to be efficacious in
reducing caregiver threat appraisal at both 8 and 12 weeks. Although not statistically
significant in this small sample, the TASK program did reveal a medium effect size for
decreasing caregiver depressive symptoms at 4 weeks in comparison with the attention
control group. Specifically, there was a 2.64-point difference in PHQ-9 scores between the
groups. The findings regarding the efficacy of the TASK intervention in increasing
optimism and reducing threat appraisal and a trend toward reducing depressive symptoms
provide support for the conceptual model.

Further support for the conceptual model was the finding that the TASK intervention was
efficacious at reducing task difficulty at 4 weeks relative to the control group. The TASK
intervention included strategies to help caregivers find information about stroke, manage the
survivor’s emotions and behaviors, and provide physical and instrumental care based on the
caregivers’ self-identified needs. Task difficulty in the TASK group dropped rapidly from
baseline to 4 weeks and then remained consistently low at 8 and 12 weeks. Caregivers in the
control group showed a slight increase in task difficulty at 4 weeks and then dropped
gradually at 8 and 12 weeks, never reaching the low levels attained by the TASK group. In
other words, the caregiving needs were met much earlier in the intervention group than in
the control group. This finding has important clinical implications, particularly for stroke
caregivers during the first few weeks of providing care after discharge when their needs are
the greatest.6,10,20,21,23

Although TASK effects on more distal outcomes of depressive symptoms, life changes, and
general health perceptions were not significant, data trends in Figure 4 showed fewer
depressive symptoms and more positive caregiver life changes in the TASK group relative
to the control group. These findings suggest the need to improve the TASK intervention not
only to influence these outcomes indirectly through the proximal outcomes of optimism,
threat appraisal, and task difficulty but also to influence depressive symptoms and life
changes directly. For example, in addition to using skill-building strategies to reduce
caregiver depressive symptoms in caregivers who identified managing their own emotional
responses as a need, the TASK intervention could be enhanced by actively screening all
caregivers for depressive symptoms using the PHQ-9, then applying a care-managed
approach for treating depressive symptoms in those caregivers who screen positive for
depression. Such approaches involving antidepressants and care management by a nurse
have been successfully used in studies with stroke survivors.73,74 The AIM intervention73

involved “activating” the stroke patient to recognize their own depressive symptoms,
“initiating” the use of antidepressant medications, and “monitoring” and adjusting treatment
by a nurse. Mitchell and colleagues74 developed a brief psychosocial/behavioral intervention
in conjunction with antidepressant therapy to reduce depressive symptoms in stroke patients.
These types of interventions could be incorporated into the TASK program to better meet
the needs of caregivers who screen positive for depression. The TASK program incorporated
the use of stress management strategies derived from cognitive behavioral therapy53–55 to
address the self-identified emotional needs in caregivers, which likely contributed to
improved optimism and reduced threat appraisal in this study. Strengthening the use of these
stress management strategies in caregivers who screen positive for depression, along with
initiating and monitoring antidepressant therapy, would help to better treat depressed
caregivers and would extend the theoretical basis of the intervention to target those most in
need.

To directly affect their life changes, caregivers could be screened for deterioration in aspects
of their lives using the BCOS,8,9 with individualized interventions targeted toward these
areas. In this study, caregivers tended to identify needs related to the care of the stroke
survivor before identifying needs regarding their personal responses to providing care.
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Rather than waiting for caregivers to begin to self-identify their needs, the TASK
intervention could be enhanced by actively screening for life changes earlier in the
intervention process to allow more time to focus on the caregiver’s personal responses to
providing care. In other words, while addressing caregiver self-identified needs regarding
the care of the stroke survivor, the TASK program could also provide individualized
interventions based on responses to the BCOS to enhance life changes earlier in the
intervention process.

Findings on general health perceptions were inconclusive, suggesting that the measure may
have been too global to detect any effects from the TASK intervention. Future research
should include more specific health measures, such as the self-care and healthy behaviors
measure used in the Resources for Enhancing Alzheimer’s Caregiver Health study (REACH
II).75 The self-care and healthy behaviors measure consists of 11 questions that address such
areas as getting enough rest, getting routine checkups, and adhering to a medication
schedule.75 The TASK intervention could be further enhanced by screening for self-care and
healthy behaviors and delivering individualized interventions based on the results.75 The
research agenda for stroke caregiving must move beyond psychological distress and
depression to address the health of family caregivers.10 In one landmark prospective study,
family caregivers experiencing strain had a 63% higher risk of mortality compared with non-
caregiving controls.12 Other studies found that stroke caregiver perceptions of their own
health worsened over the course of providing care.8,9 Because insufficient attention has been
given to the health status and health promotion activities of family caregivers,10,13,18,76,77

further enhancement of the TASK intervention to address these areas in stroke caregivers is
recommended.

Limitations
Because this was the first pilot study testing the efficacy of the TASK intervention, the
sample size was small. A larger, more adequately powered randomized controlled clinical
trial is recommended to test the revised TASK intervention using an intent-to-treat design.

Another limitation of the study was the potential for treatment diffusion because the same
nurse made calls to caregivers in both TASK intervention and attention control groups.
Despite detailed training and monitoring of adherence to TASK intervention and attention
control protocols, the possibility of treatment diffusion could have affected the findings.
Using separate nurse interveners for the TASK intervention and attention control groups is
strongly recommended for future studies.

Lastly, generalizability of the findings from this study is limited to stroke family caregivers
who reflect the sample characteristics shown in Table 1. Hispanic caregivers and those from
minority groups other than African American were poorly represented. Multisite studies
would be needed to recruit a more ethnically diverse sample for future testing of the TASK
intervention.

Clinical implications
The TASK intervention exhibited evidence of efficacy in increasing caregiver optimism and
in reducing task difficulty and threat appraisal. These findings provided support for the
conceptual model derived from Lazarus’s theory.51,52 Further methodological refinements
in the TASK intervention are recommended to better screen for and treat caregiver
depressive symptoms using a care-managed approach.73,74 Screening for negative life
changes using the BCOS8,9 to further individualize interventions earlier in the intervention
process for caregivers is also recommended. The TASK intervention could also include
screening for self-care and healthy behaviors to better individualize interventions to improve
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caregiver health.75 Findings from this study support the use of the CNCC to allow
caregivers to self-identify their needs, from which individualized skill-building interventions
can be delivered. The point at which caregivers should also be screened for depressive
symptoms, life changes, and healthy behaviors to further individualize skill-building
interventions to address more distal stroke caregiver outcomes requires further study. Too
many interventions delivered at once early in the intervention process may overwhelm the
caregiver, however waiting too long to focus on more distal stroke caregiver outcomes may
not allow enough time for interventions to be efficacious. Finding the trigger point when
caregivers are ready to focus on their personal responses to providing care is important and
may be the optimal time to provide the additional screening for depressive symptoms, life
changes, and healthy behaviors. The length of the TASK program may also need to be
extended for those who screen positive for depression and for those who require more skill-
building interventions to improve life changes and healthy behaviors. These are factors that
need to be considered in revising the TASK intervention to address more distal stroke
caregiver outcomes. Once the TASK intervention has been revised, it should be tested for
efficacy in a larger randomized clinical trial using an intent-to-treat design. Efforts to recruit
a more ethnically diverse sample should be considered in future studies as well.

Conclusion
Despite recent efforts toward establishing stroke systems of care, stroke survivors and
family caregivers do not consistently receive the training they need for transitioning to the
home environment.20,23,78 Based on recommendations from the literature, the TASK
program was designed to be a multicomponent program to promote skill building based on
the needs and concerns of caregivers during the first few months after survivors are
discharged home. Delivered completely by telephone, the TASK program offers an
inexpensive way to provide stroke caregivers with information about stroke, assistance with
stroke-related care, and follow-up after discharge. The TASK program not only addresses
caregiver needs regarding the care of the survivor but also addresses caregiver needs related
to their personal responses to providing care. In this small pilot study, the TASK program
showed improvements in caregiver optimism, task difficulty, and threat appraisal consistent
with the conceptual model derived from Lazarus’s theory.51,52 Further testing of an
enhanced version of the TASK program in a larger randomized controlled clinical trial is
warranted, with attention in subsequent studies directed toward more distal caregiver
depressive symptoms, life changes, and health outcomes.
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Figure 1.
Conceptual model.
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Figure 2.
Participant flow diagram.
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Figure 3.
Stroke caregiver optimism, task difficulty, and threat appraisal. BL = baseline.
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Figure 4.
Stroke caregiver depressive symptoms, life changes, and perceived health. BL=baseline.
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Table 1

Caregiver and stroke survivor characteristics (N = 40)

Caregiver characteristics

Intervention (n =21) Control (n =19)

Statistic pMean (SD) or frequency (%) Mean (SD) or frequency (%)

Age 56.43 (9.61) 57.84 (11.8) t = −.42 .68

Gender

 Male 8 (38%) 3 (16%) χ2 = 2.49 .12

 Female 13 (62%) 16 (84%)

Race

 African American 5 (24%) 5 (26%) χ2 = .01 .93

 Caucasian 15 (71%) 14 (74%)

 Other (coded missing for race) 1 (5%)

Relationship to stroke survivor

 Spouse 11 (53%) 12 (63%) χ2 = 1.69 .43

 Adult child/adult child in law 7 (33%) 3 (16%)

 Other 3 (14%) 4 (21%)

Education in years 14.38 (2.65) 13.89 (3.18) t = .53 .60

Income

 More than enough to make ends meet 9 (43%) 7 (37%) χ2 = .33 .85

 Enough to make ends meet 7 (33%) 8 (42%)

 Not enough to make ends meet 5 (24%) 4 (21%)

Stroke survivor characteristics

Age 67.14 (16.01) 62.47 (14.29) t = .97 .34

Gender

 Male 8 (38%) 14 (74%) χ2 = 5.11 .02*a

 Female 13 (62%) 5 (26%)

Impairment

 Mobility 3.52 (1.12) 3.56 (1.13) t = −.14 .89

 Self-care 3.78 (.98) 3.74 (.89) t = .11 .91

 Language 3.90 (1.19) 3.76 (1.28) t = .38 .71

 Thinking 2.86 (1.03) 2.98 (1.33) t = −.33 .74

 Personality 3.00 (1.24) 2.58 (1.20) t = 1.09 .28

a
Controlling for stroke survivor gender did not change the findings of the outcome analyses.

*
p < .05.
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