Elder Care

Eldercare is and will continue to be a necessary task for an increasing number of employed Canadians given our aging population and women’s increased participation in the labour force. While this trend toward an increasing need for informal eldercare affects both men and women, there is ample evidence to suggest that women are more likely than men to provide eldercare and to spend more time on eldercare tasks. As a result of the duties that are assumed more readily by women caregivers, they are more likely to experience both psychological and emotional consequences when balancing work and eldercare responsibilities.
There are a number of circumstances that make the provision of eldercare even more difficult. Caring from a distance, for example, creates an additional layer of complexity in terms of emotional burden, logistical difficulties, and communicating with medical specialists and even other family members.  When someone is unable to just ‘drop in’ after work for a check in, it becomes difficult to feel reassured and on top of what is happening with elderly parents. Distance care-giving requires planning and the ability to be flexible at work, often on short notice. Sometimes adult children spend much if not all of their paid vacation time each year looking after elderly parents who live at a distance.  

In addition, caring for both elders and children at the same time presents stressors and sources of guilt for women in their roles as mothers, daughters, marriage partners, and employees.  Statistics Canada and other organizations have referred to this group of employed caregivers as the ‘sandwich generation’. People who are simultaneously caring for elderly parents and children often report being very pressed for time as they regularly face competing demands. Guilt feelings can be particularly pervasive, especially when caregivers feel they are not doing enough for either their kids or their aging parents. 
Although helping an elderly parent or family member is an act of love that may contribute to a caregiver’s sense of self worth and overall happiness, it can also be stressful and time consuming. As a result, caregivers need support in managing the competing demands they face as well as the overburden, stress, and guilt they may experience when trying to combine eldercare with work and other responsibilities.  Part of this support may come from the workplace through the availability of flexible work arrangements, and other support may come from community organizations, other family members, and government programs. 
Caregivers need to be reminded to look after themselves too. It can be tough for adult children to see their parents experience a decline in independence and well being. The people who once did the caring now need the help and support of their children. This is a role reversal that can be emotionally difficult for many people. Acknowledging and taking care of your own emotional needs is important in dealing with stress and providing care both to yourself and others.
Jennifer Pepper is an Individual, Couple & Family Therapist in Fergus. 

She can be reached through her website:  www.jenniferpeppertherapy.com 
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