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Welcome to the summer issue of the Caregiver
Consortium Newsletter, a collaboration
between VA caregiver researchers, to keep you
informed of research findings.
In this issue, we are highlighting results of
three projects related to the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on caregivers of Veterans.
The first examines the use of secure text
messages to support caregivers. The second
and third projects examine the impact of
COVID-19 on caregiver well-being, stress, and
caregiving capacity.
We welcome your feedback!
Please send your comments or information
about relevant research for caregivers to
julie.parishjohnson@va.gov
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ANNIE AND COVID-19 – VA’S TEXT MESSAGING
PROGRAM HELPS CAREGIVERS COPE
Annie is the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Office of Connected Care’s automated short-message
service (SMS) application for guided self-management. Annie was named after Lt. Annie G. Fox who was the
first woman to receive the purple heart for combat. Veterans and Caregivers receive text messages on their
phones. Messages are focused on a particular topic known as a protocol. Participants can respond to the
messages in their own time or even go back and review messages when needed. Messages are mostly
educational, motivational, activities or tips to help with a particular topic, or asking the Veteran to report back
health related numbers like blood pressure or blood glucose levels.
As of February 2022, Annie had 43,229 participants and 363 different protocols focusing on education and
self-care. In October 2019, Annie was opened to caregivers in addition to Veterans, and there are currently
five protocols designed for caregivers that have had 6113 caregivers enrolled in them as of February 2022.

For Veterans, there is now a Coping during COVID protocol available, which is very similar to the Caregiver Stress
Management protocol. During COVID, the stress management texts have been useful for caregivers, 47% of whom
report that the texts have helped them manage their stress. As one caregiver said, “These texts are really helping me
to come through this covid crisis. I was getting a lot of anxiety because of my husband allowing people to come over
without mask.” Caregivers have also requested, “More COVID-19 stress related topics.” Caregivers who have
completed anonymous feedback surveys on the various protocols report that they really appreciate the messages and
don’t want them to stop. Annie caregiver protocols will continue to help caregivers cope with new and continuing
challenges.
If you have questions about Annie, you can email VHAMEMTextCare@va.gov
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SHORT-TERM EFFECTS OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
ON WELL-BEING OF CAREGIVERS OF VETERANS
Author: Katherine Miller, Durham VAMC
The VA Program of General Caregiver Support Services provides support to caregivers of Veterans
through services including, but not limited to, peer-support mentoring, counseling, training, and
education. Since 2018, VA Caregiver Support Program Partnered Evaluation Center has conducted
telephone-based surveyed caregivers of Veterans on an annual basis. We collected data about caregiver
well-being, e.g., subjective burden and depressive symptoms.
Because we collected data pre- and during the pandemic, we were able to measure how caregiver wellbeing changed during the pandemic compared to pre-pandemic. Using repeated observations of
individual caregivers is a contribution to our understanding of the pandemic effects on caregivers
because we do not rely on self-reported changes (which may be subject to recall biases), but rather rely
on data collected from caregivers up to two years pre-pandemic.
We analyzed the surveys of 903 caregivers collected from March 2018-August 2018, March 2019-August
2019, and March 2020-August 2020. We examine caregiver subjective burden (Zarit Subjective Burden)
and depressive symptoms (Center of Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale). Because our data
collected during the pandemic only includes March 2020-August 2020, our findings are limited to the
immediate effects of the pandemic on caregivers of Veterans.
During the pandemic, we observed slight improvements for caregivers across well-being measures. Yet
prior to the pandemic, we observed high scores (indicating worse outcomes). Prior to the pandemic,
caregivers score positive for clinically significant caregiver burden and probable depression. While we
do not observe worsening indicators of caregiver well-being during the pandemic, caregiver burden and
depressive symptoms remain clinically significant during-COVID-19 pandemic.
Figure 1. Model Estimated Mean Outcome Values with 95% Confidence Intervals

These findings illuminate pandemic-related impacts of caregivers receiving support through the VA pre- and
during the pandemic while caring for a population of frail, older care-recipients with a high burden of mental
illness and other chronic conditions. Considering the long-term impacts of the pandemic to increase morbidity and
the expected increased demand for caregivers in an aging population, these consistently high levels of distress
despite receiving support highlight the need for interventions and policy reform to systematically support
caregivers more broadly.
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THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON VETERAN
CAREGIVERS
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