The Sandwich Generation

Juggling job, kids and parent care

You just figured out a balance between kids and career…now your parents need help, too.  What will you do?

You had a plan.  Establish a career, have the kids and live happily ever after.  It wasn’t quite that simple, but it was working out.  But now your parents are getting older and, more and more, they’re becoming your responsibility, too.  You want to do what’s best for everyone, but you just don’t know what to do…

Thirty years ago, the average woman in America had her first child by the age of 25.  Today, it’s not uncommon for them to wait till 35 to begin having children.  The benefits of parenting at an older age can be numerous:  an increased sense of self, greater financial security and an already established home, to name a few.  But one potential downside for parents in their thirties and forties, raising young children, is dealing with their own parents’ problems with aging.  The “sandwich generation” is entrusted with the care of two generations of family members, while juggling all the responsibilities of household and career.  
While particularly hectic, Helen’s story is not atypical of tens of thousands of women:

We celebrated New Year’s—my husband, my three kids (ages one, four and six), and my ailing mother.  She’s been in poor health for several years and has been staying with us much of the time.  I’ve been waitressing part-time, in between graduate studies, to help out with the family expenses.  My mother doesn’t mean to be a burden, but just after the holiday, on a long road trip back to her home, I realized that I was telling her when to use the restroom, how to eat…I was treating her like one of my children.  And as badly as I feel about it, sometimes I have to treat her that way.  She may have to move in with us full-time because we can’t afford any other options, but I don’t know where I’ll find the time or energy to care for her, too.

Sandwich generation parents may find that the needs of their own parents often mirror the demands of their own young children.  Feeding and monitoring the whereabouts of a formerly independent adult can be difficult.  Add the potential dynamics of Alzheimer’s disease or other health issues and the challenges become exponential.  

While the workplace and society-at-large have finally started recognizing the issues of working parents and childcare, it’s virtually unheard of for employers to provide resources or leave-time for eldercare.  While daytime senior care facilities are becoming more commonplace in cities and suburban communities, they are expensive and are often outstripped by demand.

Of course when a loved one becomes a potential danger to herself or any member of the family, medical evaluation is required and difficult decisions must be made.  If the family itself is not capable of providing the manpower and man-hours to care for the individual in need, then other alternatives must be considered.

A nursing home environment best provides round-the-clock care and monitoring, particularly if significant health issues are involved.   But if your family member is still largely autonomous, able to feed and care for herself, a group home or assisted living facility is an option to consider.  Any type of custodial care, however, will be expensive—perhaps prohibitively so.  When examining the financial dynamics of such arrangements, keep in mind that the average length of time that a senior citizen will require special care is nearly 20 years.  A chilling statistic that, at very least, can spell doom for college tuitions and early retirement and, at worst, can mean financial ruin for a family.

If the dynamics of senior care loom on your family’s horizon, be proactive.  Discuss your concerns and the logistics and finances with your loved one.  As difficult as it may be, they’ll appreciate having some input on the decisions concerning their long-term future.  You’ll feel better, too, knowing that their wishes are being respected and honored within the best of your ability.  Discuss a shared responsibility with siblings or other members of the family; work the details out in advance to avoid unpleasant situations and decisions made under duress.  Be candid with your employer.  Even if you aren’t working for the most humanistic and spiritually enlightened organization, full disclosure of your predicament should at least engender a degree of understanding regarding your enforced absences at work.  Most importantly, take care of yourself and you’ll be better fit to care for your loved ones.
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