
Care for the caregiver 
Parents take care of their children and, as they age, children will in turn take care of their parents. 

However, the world is rapidly changing and what it means to be a caregiver for elderly relatives is 

also consequently changing. Today, increasing numbers of people find themselves taking care of 

both their children and their elders while working. Both spouses may have busy careers, working long 

hours and having long commutes. 

In this changing world, traditions and cultural values are shifting and can clash across generations. 

Many younger people have had to find their own way of navigating their professional and personal 

lives, ways that often differ from those of their parents. As a result, there may be a mismatch 

between the expectations and needs of elderly relatives and those of their caregivers. At times, you 

may feel distress due to the gap between your own expectations and values and what is realistically 

possible for you to contribute. This can be exacerbated when traditions and cultural values shift and 

clash across generations. Roles can blur and children and their parents can struggle with 

interdependency – grandparents find themselves parenting their grandchildren while depending on 

their own children for some of their own care. 

Taking care of elderly or disabled parents or relatives requires time, energy, and understanding of 

geriatric conditions. It may also take a great deal of liaising with doctors and other healthcare 

professionals. 

All of this can take a toll on the caregiver’s own health, relationships and career. Furthermore, if 

partners, siblings, and extended family members are unable or unwilling to help, the burden of care 

can become overwhelming. 

If you are caring for an elderly relative or plan to take on this role, it is important to develop some 

healthy habits and coping strategies. It is also important to understand that the emotional challenges 

of caregiving are universal. The fact that caregiving can take a physical and mental toll on you does 

not mean that you are not strong enough or caring enough. Your biggest challenge may actually be 

to stop and think about what you are doing, how you are going about it and why. 

Taking care of the caregiver 

Caregivers often put the needs of others before their own. However, the more you neglect your own 

physical and emotional wellbeing, the less effective you'll be at juggling the demands of your elders, 

children and work. Don’t put off your own visits to the doctor or dentist because you think you 

don’t have the time. 

Emotional well being 

As you begin to care for older parents, a new relationship may emerge as roles start to reverse. This 

can cause distress for all those involved. You may experience a range of emotions, such as anger, 

guilt, grief and eventually, a kind of acceptance. After all, it's not easy to watch parents grow old 

and perhaps, frail. In fact, you may begin to go through a mourning process if your parent's health is 

declining. 

Caring for an older relative can be stressful. It is perfectly normal to experience some of the 

following thoughts and feelings, as you are caring for your loved one: 



• Feeling angry with the loved one. Denial that your parent(s) is inevitably and 

irreversibly getting older and losing some of their abilities, no matter how hard they try 

to keep up. 

• Having difficulty accepting that your elder has made their peace with getting older. As a 

younger person it is hard to accept when elderly people live for the day and stop making 

long term plans. 

• Experiencing anxiety about what the future holds (e.g., "How much more will their 

health deteriorate?" or "What's going to be required of me?") 

• Feeling sad or dealing with "anticipatory grief". 

• Feeling tired and lethargic and having difficulty sleeping. 

• Being overly emotional (e.g., becoming irritable over small problems or crying at minor 

upsets). 

• Having difficulty concentrating. 

Overburdened caregivers can also be prone to health problems 

Many people caring for both children and elderly parents consider themselves "sandwich 

generation" caregivers, and they end up stretching to a limit that can have a negative impact on their 

health. They tend to experience stress-related illnesses, like colds, migraines and back problems, due 

to tension and lowered immune systems. 

Coping strategies for caregivers 

Even if you are happy caring for a relative and think you are coping well you might still benefit 

from practicing some of these preventative and remedial stress management techniques: 

Establish boundaries and priorities. In order to effectively meet the most important needs, you 

might need to say no, even though it’s not easy – especially when it involves caring for a loved one. 

Remember that needs and wants aren’t the same. 

Be patient with yourself. Recognize that some days will be more difficult than others. 

Admit when you need help. There will be a lot to learn, so don't be afraid to ask questions of health 

care or support workers. Look for and use available resources. 

Collaborate. Who else can be involved in watching over or actively taking care of the elder family 

member? Assess your elder’s needs, and collaborate with them to identify resources for support. 

Bring together family and friends of your elder and discuss what can be done together to support 

the needs of your elderly family member. 

Maintain perspective. Identify the activities and social contacts that are most restorative to your 

health and well-being and make sure to maintain some of them to help keep you going in the long 

term. 

Stay healthy through diet and exercise. Eat nutritious, regular meals, drink plenty of water and 

avoid caffeine. Find ways to include physical activity into your routine, through exercise, such as 

walking, dancing or yoga. 

Get enough rest. Although your schedule is hectic, try to get the six to nine hours of sleep your 

body needs, and if necessary, take a nap during the day. Even if partners are not helping out actively 

with care giving, perhaps they can support you by letting you sleep in or by relieving you of some 

household chores. 



Take time for yourself. Pursue an interest or hobby. Research "respite care" options so you'll have 

time off from your caregiving responsibilities. Ask yourself, do I need to watch while my mother 

gets a haircut or can I take the time to sit in the sun or read a magazine? 

Share the responsibility. Take advantage of help from family, friends and community resources. 

Perhaps someone can relieve you for a couple of hours and act as a baby sitter or parent companion. 

Maintain contact with others who are in a similar situation. Reach out to a support group, or enlist 

the help of a qualified counsellor through your Employee Assistance Program (EAP) for one-on-one 

support. 

Caregiving rewards 

Caring for a loved one in need can be tremendously rewarding. Taking the time to balance priorities 

and continuing to keep yourself healthy helps you appreciate the positive rewards of caregiving. 

 


