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THE HEAD & THE HEART

HE ALWAYS-TRICKY JOB OF
caring for aging parents—even
as adult children are often still
raising their own children—has
grown more complex and stressful than
ever, mental health experts say. Health-care
advances mean that people are living
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longer and are less likely to suffer, say, the
heart attack that ended a grandparent’s life
in his 60s. “A baby boomer may have an
85-year-old father who is doing well,” says
Barbara Moscowitz, MSW, LICSW,
senior geriatric social worker at Massachu-
setts General Hospital. “But he may be

THE PARENT TRAP

Avoid the pitfalls of parenting one’s parents with
equal parts compassion, flexibility, and personal rejuvenation.

BY ERIN O’DONNELL ILLUSTRATION BY JULIETTE BORDA

living with and managing three to four
chronic illnesses,” such as chronic heart
disease, arthritis, mild Parkinson’s, and a
developing cognitive impairment.

Each of these ailments—and the array of
medicines to treat them—can cause symp-
toms and side effects that alter a parent’s



ability to function in little ways. Your father,
who was always meticulously groomed, sud-
denly has trouble shaving. Your gourmet chef
mother now eats toast for most meals. Mos-
cowitz suggests that these small shifts can be
emotionally harder for adult children than an
acute emergency, such as a heart attack. “It’s
the slow, functional changes that creep up that
really make caregiving a challenge,” Moscow-
itzsays. Ona practical level, these changes can
be hard to notice and address when you live
far away. But these shifts also signal “a change
to something worse, and that’s frightening”
for adult children, she adds.

aesthetically pleasing, what is the harm? Is
itworth the fight?” Ercoli asks. “Allowing the
parent some autonomy and choice is more

important than shirt and pants matching.”
Another emotional flashpoint for caregiv-
ers: the moments when they must make
decisions for a parent in crisis. (Where should
a father live? What to do about a mother’s
risky driving?) Parents may hide the truth
about their daily difficulties, out of pride and
fear that they will lose independence, and
adult children may resist the possibility that
aparent needs help. Experts say everyone
usually copes better if they can
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A flexible mindset—making
an effort to let go of some expectations—helps
too. Caregiving involves “different people
trying to work together, mixed in with a very
difficult medical system, mixed in with logis-
tical concerns,” Rowney says. “Things are going
to fall apart at certain times, and go beauti-
fully well at other times, and grown children
need to be able to roll with the punches
throughout.” Linda Ercoli, PhD, health sci-
ences associate clinical professor, director of
Geriatric Psychology at UCLA’s Semel Insti-
tute, who works frequently with families who
have loved ones with dementia, says she has
seen flexibility reduce caregiver stress. If, for
example, a once-stylish parent stops match-
ing his clothes, family members should
evaluate this change. “Although it may not be

getting medical needs met, taking
care of business,” Ercoli says. Creativity helps
too, she adds. She remembers one man with
dementia, a business owner, who insisted on
being driven to work each day by family mem-
bers, which was stressful for everyone involved.
His family responded by setting up a home
office, which kept him engaged and happy. “I
have seen caregivers be extremely resourceful
and resilient and really learn to cope, espe-
cially by reaching out to others,” Ercoli says.
She is an enthusiastic advocate of caregiver
support groups and suggests thinking of them
as fact-finding missions to identify the very
best emotional and logistical strategies. “Care-
givers become experts over time,” Ercoli says,
and it is smart to glean those hard-won insights
from the connoisseurs. 4
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MENTAL HEALTH EXPERTS
OFFER THESE TIPS FOR
PRESERVING PEACE OF MIND
WHILE PARENTING A PARENT.

Start Talking.

> “|T IS IMPORTANT FOR
families to begin discussing
aging before a crisis, when
there’s time to reflect, retreat,
or argue,” Moscowitz says.
Where do parents want to live?
Are they open to hiring a
driver? Who would they like to
handle their finances when the
time comes? Such conversations
help parents feel respected,
and children may get

relief from knowing how to
carry out their wishes.

Delegate.

> SHARE THE CAREGIVING
burden among siblings. Give
everyone a task, from driving
a parent to the salon or board
meetings to cleaning the
gutters to handling online
bills. Keep everyone informed.

Fortify the
Caregiver.

> BECAUSE PARENTS ARE
living longer, often with several
mild illnesses at once, the
caregiving process lasts longer
than it did for previous
generations. “You can hold
your breath for two weeks to
stand at someone’s bedside,”
Moscowitz says. “But you
cannot hold your breath for

10 years.” That makes it more
important than ever for
caregivers to find regular
sources of rejuvenation to
protect their own health.
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