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The sandwich generation
by Cara Williamsby Cara Williamsby Cara Williamsby Cara Williamsby Cara Williams

a l a n c i n g  h o m e  a n d  w o r k ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  w h e n  y o u n g
children and a full-time job are

in the picture, can be challenging for
the best of us. It is easy to see why:
e ight  hours  a t  the  o f f i ce ,  p lus
commuting, arranging chi ldren’s
activities, helping with homework,
preparing meals, doing household
chores and  planning for family time
makes balance seem more like an
elusive goal than a firm reality. For
some, the task becomes even more
difficult when they must provide care
to aging parents or other relatives.
These people make up the sandwich
generat ion,  whose members are
caught between the often conflicting
demands of caring for children and
caring for seniors.

While today’s sandwich generation
is relatively small, it is likely to grow
substantially as baby boomers age.
Because of their sheer numbers,
when boomers become seniors, they
w i l l  account  fo r  a  much  l a rge r
proportion of the population than do
the elderly today. In fact, population
projections indicate that by 2026,
one in five Canadians will be 65 or
older, up from one in eight in 2001.

Another factor associated with a
growing sandwich generation involves
lower  fer t i l i ty  rates ,  which may
translate into fewer adults available
to  care  fo r  the  e lder l y.  F ina l l y,
b e c a u s e  t o d a y ’ s  y o u n g  a d u l t s

B f r e q u e n t l y  d e l a y  m a r r i a g e  a n d
parenthood, it is not unusual for
older family members to require care
at a time when young children and
teens are still part of the household.
Indeed, delayed marr iage, post-
ponement of children, and decreased
fertility rates, coupled with increased
l i fe  expectancy,  mean  that  the
average married couple may have
more living parents than children.1

The personal and financial sacri-
f i ces  made  by  members  o f  the
sandwich generat ion have been
highlighted in the media.2 At the
same time, however, some analysts
h a v e  a r g u e d  t h a t  b e c a u s e  t h e
sandwich generation is small, the
negative consequences of belonging
to this group are overstated.3 Yet
others think that most care of seniors
by family members is better defined
as “help ing”  and that  intens ive
caregiving is very limited.4 To date,
however, little empirical data exist for
Canada. This article uses the 2002
Genera l  Soc ia l  Survey  (GSS)  to
examine  care  o f  the  e lder ly  by
persons aged 45 to 64 with children
still at home. The analysis focuses on
the types of care given, the time
spent on these activities, the effects
on the individual from both a work
and a personal perspective, and the
r e s o u r c e s  t h a t  c o u l d  b e n e f i t
caregivers.

Balancing care of children and
seniors is not a new
phenomenon
Providing care to elderly relatives is
not new and, until quite recently,
families played a pivotal role in this
regard.5 In  the past ,  i t  was not
unusual to find three generations in
one household, with the primary
caregiving done by the middle-aged
woman in the home. While some
striking similarities exist between
past and present caregiving, one
crucial difference is evident: Today,
the majority of working-age, non-
senior women engage in paid work
and are not full-time homemakers.
However, while parents have seen
childcare services evolve, little formal
support has been established for the
growing number of middle-aged men
and women caring for seniors.

So  how a re  fami l i es  cop ing?
Research has shown that women do
more child care and housework, while
men spend longer hours at paid work.
But what happens when elder care
enters the mix? Are women more
l i ke l y  t o  b e  o n  c a l l  o r  i s  t h e
responsibility shared?

According to the 2002 GSS, about
2.6 million people between 45 and 64
had children under 25 living with
t h e m .  A p p r ox i m a t e l y  2 7 % — o r
712,000—also performed some type
of elder care. These individuals make
up the sandwich generation. While
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the vast majority provided elder care
for their parents or parents-in-law,
about 25% cared for other relatives,
friends, neighbours or co-workers.

Some sandwiches are thinly
spread
Caring for both children and elderly
relatives can be stressful, particularly
for those with young or multiple
children.6 If, in addition, more than
one elder ly  person needs to be
looked af ter,  the s i tuat ion may
become even more complicated.
Indeed, about 21% of sandwiched
workers cared for two seniors and
another 5% for at least three.

The vast majority (more than 8 in
10) of those who provided care for
their children as well as a senior
stated that their main activity in the
last 12 months had been paid work.
In comparison, only 65% of individ-
uals who cared for an elderly person
but  who  had  no  ch i ld ren  we re
employed. Balancing work and family

CST One-quarter of sandwiched Canadians care for more
than one senior

Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2002.

can be tough. Interestingly, however,
according to the 2002 GSS, most
people (82%) who worked whi le
providing both child care and elder
care were generally satisfied with the
balance they had struck.

Nonetheless ,  car ing  for  both
children and seniors does sometimes
necessitate life adjustments, such as
a change in work hours, refusal of a
job offer, or a reduction in income.
About one in seven sandwiched
workers had reduced their work hours
over the previous 12 months, 20%
shifted their work hours, and 10% lost
income.

Sandwiched workers have been
portrayed as unable to meet their
other responsibilities because of
caring for a senior.7 However, results
of the GSS show that only slightly
more than 1 in 10 workers aged 45
to 64 who were caring for an elderly
pe rson ,  e i the r  w i th  o r  w i thout
chi ldren at home, had dif f iculty
meeting their other responsibilities.

Sandwiched workers spend less
time on elder care than those
without children at home
The 2002 GSS looked at the number
of hours respondents spent on elder-
care activities such as housework and
meal preparat ion; yardwork and
outside home maintenance; driving
to appointments; and helping with
bathing or dressing. Although results
indicate that the incidence of pro-
viding care was similar, sandwiched
workers spent fewer hours on these
activities than those with no children
at home: an average of 20 hours per
month versus 26 hours, respectively.
The two groups spent  a  s imi lar
amount of time on their paid job—
sandwiched workers 42 hours per
week and workers with no children at
home, 41 hours.

The number of hours spent caring
for someone provides an indicator of
intensity. Sandwiched workers who
spend eight hours or less per month
on elder care can be considered low-
intensity caregivers, while those
spend ing  more  a re  the i r  h i gh -
intensity counterparts. Effects on the
caregiver differ significantly based on
these groupings. However, it is not
only the amount of care that matters.
While two caregivers may spend
similar amounts of time helping a
sen io r,  the  tasks  they  need  to
perform may differ substantially. For
example, one care receiver may need
help only with outside chores such
as mowing the lawn, while another
may require assistance with daily
living, such as bathing, dressing or
feeding.

Not surprisingly, caregivers in the
high-intensity group were more likely
to experience negative health effects.
Indeed, 76% of these individuals felt
stressed compared with 67% of their
low-intensity counterparts. While 22%
of high-intensity caregivers reported
changes in their sleep patterns, only
9% of those in the low-intensity
group stated similar occurrences. In
addit ion,  23% of  h igh- intens i ty
individuals found their general health
affected by elder care versus 7% of
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low-intensity caregivers. And, about
one-ha l f  o f  those  in  the  h i gh -
intensity group had to change their
soc ia l  act iv i t ies  and 43%,  the i r
holiday plans. These individuals were
also much more likely than their low-
i n t e n s i t y  c o u n t e r p a r t s  t o  f e e l
constantly stressed: 20% versus 9%.

Caregivers in the high-intensity
group were also considerably more
likely to experience work-related
problems. They were three times as
likely to shift their work hours, and
more than twice as likely to reduce
them or to experience a drop in
income.

Women more involved in
caregiving
Women continue to shoulder much
of the childcare responsibility within
two-parent households, even when
both parents are in the labour force.8

This also holds true for elder care,
both in terms of the likelihood of
providing care and in performing the
most intensive tasks such as bathing,
dressing and cooking.9 About 25% of
45- to 64-year-old men with children
at home provided elder care com-
pared with 32% of women in similar
circumstances.

The amount of time devoted to
elder care also varied between men

and women. Working women with
children at home spent more than
twice as many hours per month
caring for an older person as their
male counterparts (29 hours versus
13). This may be due in part to the
type of care performed. For example,
69% of outside home maintenance
and 65% of transportation assistance
was done by men. Conversely, women
were more likely to provide personal
care (79% versus 22% of men), and
in-home care such as food prepara-
tion and clean-up (65%). This pattern
also held true for those who provided
elder care only.

Although satisfied with life,
sandwiched workers are more
stressed than others
Tw o  s c h o o l s  o f  t h o u g h t  h a v e
emerged with respect to the personal
consequences of caring simulta-
neously for seniors and children.
According to one, such people feel
no more rushed or stressed than any-
one else, since the negative aspects
o f  c a r e g i v i n g  a r e  b a l a n c e d  b y
increased self-esteem.10 According to
the second, the two roles may lead
to overload, poor health, increased
stress, and an inability to find bal-
ance in life.11 In addition, many adult
children have considerable emotional
d i f f icu l ty  car ing  for  the i r  ag ing
parents. As a result, the situation can
be stressful for both caregiver and
care receiver, especially as failing
health necessitates more care.12

The 2002 GSS supports  both
schools of thought. For example, 95%
of sandwiched workers reported
feeling satisfied or very satisfied with
life in general—virtually the same
proport ion as  those wi th  fewer
responsibilities. However, although
genera l ly  sat is f ied,  sandwiched
workers were significantly more likely
to feel stressed (70%) than either
those who provided elder care only
(64%) or those with no childcare or
eldercare responsibilities (61%).

This is not surprising, given that
working full time, raising children and
caring for seniors often leaves little
time for social activities or holidays

Intensi ty  of  e lder  careIntensi ty  of  e lder  careIntensi ty  of  e lder  careIntensi ty  of  e lder  careIntensi ty  of  e lder  care

Low (8 hoursLow (8 hoursLow (8 hoursLow (8 hoursLow (8 hours High (moreHigh (moreHigh (moreHigh (moreHigh (more
or  lessor  lessor  lessor  lessor  less than 8 hoursthan 8 hoursthan 8 hoursthan 8 hoursthan 8 hours

per  month)per  month)per  month)per  month)per  month) per  month)per  month)per  month)per  month)per  month)

%%%%%
PPPPProport ion feel ing s t ressedroport ion feel ing s t ressedroport ion feel ing s t ressedroport ion feel ing s t ressedroport ion feel ing s t ressed
Very/somewhat 67 76*
Not very 23 19
Not at all 9E 5E

Don’t know/no opinion F F
Care giv ing has resul ted inCare giv ing has resul ted inCare giv ing has resul ted inCare giv ing has resul ted inCare giv ing has resul ted in
Health repercussions 7E 23*
Changed sleep patterns 9E 22*
Extra expenses 32 55*
Change in social activities 28 50*
Change in holidays 17 43*
Care receiver moving closer 7E 10E

Caregiver moving in with care receiver F 6E

Ef fects  on workEf fects  on workEf fects  on workEf fects  on workEf fects  on work
Work hours shifted 11 35*
Work hours reduced 10 26*
Income reduced 6E 17*
Overal l  burdenOveral l  burdenOveral l  burdenOveral l  burdenOveral l  burden
None 60 37*
Little/moderate 34 56*
Quite a bit/extreme 3E 6E

Note: Percentages may not add to 100 due to some non-response.

* Indicates statistically significant difference from the low-intensity sandwiched group.
E Use with caution
F Too unreliable to publish
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2002.

Over half of high intensity sandwiched workers
incurred extra expenses as a result of elder careCST
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and may, in addition, contribute to
health problems. Indeed, more than
one-third of these caregivers found
it necessary to curtail social activi-
ties, and a quarter had to change
holiday plans. Often a call for help
can come in the night and the care-
giver must leave the house to provide
assistance. Some 13% experienced a
change in sleep patterns, and the
same percentage felt their health
affected in some way. While 1 in 10
sandwiched workers lost income, 4 in
10 incurred extra expenses such as
r e n t i n g  m e d i c a l  e q u i p m e n t  o r
purchasing cell phones.

Nonetheless, for many, caregiving
has positive aspects. More than 60%
of caregivers felt they were giving
back some of what life had given
them, and 70% reported that their
relationship with the elderly person
was strengthened. While caregiving
can be difficult to fit in with other
obligations and responsibilities, only
about 5% of respondents felt it to be
an extreme burden.

The caregiver’s wish list
Those busy balancing children, work
and elder care reported needing
support in the form of workplace

programs or appropriate government
policy. Workplace support includes
flexible hours, telework, and infor-
mation about community resources
in particular, and health and aging in
general.13 However, despite concerns
that potential work absences by
sandwiched caregivers would lead to
higher associated costs and produc-
tivity losses, eldercare programs are
less  l ike ly  to  be ava i lab le  than
childcare programs—and even if
offered, they are not often used.14

The 1999 Workplace and Employee
Su rvey  (wh i ch  exc ludes  pub l i c
administration) found that 802,700
individuals or 7% of employees had
access to childcare services but only
78,800 (just under 10%) made use of
them. While fewer employees had
access to elder care (394,300), the
take-up rate was slightly higher at
about 13%.

Researchers put forward several
reasons to explain the low utilization
rate of workplace eldercare services.
For example, it appears that pro-
grams often do not adequately meet
the needs of either the care recipi-
ents or caregivers. As well, according
to  some focus  g roup research ,
caregivers may try to hide their
caregiving responsibilities, fearing
that they are career-limiting. And
finally, workplace culture may not
support the use of such programs
even when offered.15

The caregiver’s wish list was very
similar for all individuals providing
elder care, whether they had children
at home or not. For example, both
groups were equally likely to want
compensation or tax breaks, infor-
mation on long-term illnesses or
disabilities, or counseling. However,
some differences were evident. Of
those working, sandwiched indivi-
duals were more likely than those
caring for an elderly person only to
feel they could do a better job if
respite care was available (52% versus
46%). Sandwiched workers were also
more likely to want flexible work or
study arrangements (46% versus
36%).

Employed persons aged 45 to 64Employed persons aged 45 to 64Employed persons aged 45 to 64Employed persons aged 45 to 64Employed persons aged 45 to 64

SandwichedSandwichedSandwichedSandwichedSandwiched Elder  careElder  careElder  careElder  careElder  care Nei therNei therNei therNei therNei ther
on lyonlyonlyonlyonly

%%%%%

Overal l  heal thOveral l  heal thOveral l  heal thOveral l  heal thOveral l  heal th
Excellent/very good 74 74 73
Good 22 21 21
Fair/poor 4 5 5

Stress  levelSt ress  levelSt ress  levelSt ress  levelSt ress  level
Very/somewhat 70 64* 61*
Not very 21 25 26
Not at all 7 10 10
Don’t know/no opinion F F F

Job,  family balanceJob,  family balanceJob,  family balanceJob,  family balanceJob,  family balance
Very satisfied 21 28* 29*
Satisfied 61 57 57
Neither/no opinion 5 5 4
Dissatisfied 11 8 8
Very dissatisfied F F F

Sat is fact ion with l i feSat is fact ion with l i feSat is fact ion with l i feSat is fact ion with l i feSat is fact ion with l i fe
Very satisfied 34 32 29*
Satisfied 61 62 65
No opinion F F F
Not very satisfied 3E 4 3
Not at all satisfied F F F

E Use with caution
F Too unreliable to publish
* Indicates statistically significant differences from sandwiched workers.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2002.

Seven in 10 sandwiched workers reported feeling very
or somewhat stressedCST
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EmployedEmployedEmployedEmployedEmployed

SandwichedSandwichedSandwichedSandwichedSandwiched ElderE lderE lderE lderE lder
care onlycare onlycare onlycare onlycare only

%%%%%
Respite care 52 46*
Flexible work or study arrangements 46 36*
Information on long-term disabilities 43 39
Information on caregiving 42 37
Financial compensation or tax breaks 36 35
Counselling 28 24
Other 12 10

* Indicates statistically significant difference from sandwiched group.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2002.

Caregiver’s wish listCST
Summary
In 2002, about 712,000 Canadians
aged 45 to 64 were caught between
the responsibilities of raising children
and caring for seniors. For more than
8 in 10 of these individuals, paid work
was  added to  the  loads .  These
sandwiched workers found that in
caring for a senior, 15% had to reduce
their work hours, 20% had to change
their schedules, and 10% experienced
a  r e d u c t i o n  i n  i n c o m e .  N o t
surprisingly, these individuals also felt
the burden in terms of their health
and social life.

However, not all consequences of
caregiving are negative. More than
60% of those working and caring for
an older person while still having
children at home felt that caring for

Data in this article come from the 2002 General Social Survey

(GSS) on social support and aging. The target population

comprises all persons aged 45 and over as of December 31,

2001 in private households in the 10 provinces. Data were

collected between February and December 2002. The sample

was selected from respondents to the 2001 Canadian

Community Health Survey.

For this article, the population of interest was 45- to 64-

year-olds caring for children and seniors simultaneously.

Individuals were considered sandwiched if they provided elder

care to someone over 65 and had single children less than

25 living at home. Sandwiched workers had a paid job or

business as their main activity in the previous 12 months.

This article focuses on types of care given to seniors,

hours spent on care, and effects on the caregiver. Caregiving

in the form of emotional support is not included. Caregiving

activities comprise personal care (assistance with bathing,

toileting, care of toenails/fingernails, brushing teeth, hair

care, and dressing); care inside the home (meal preparation and

clean-up, housecleaning, laundry and sewing); care outside

the home (house maintenance and outdoor work); and

transportation care (shopping for groceries or other necessities,

providing transportation, or doing a senior’s banking or bill-

paying).

CST What you should know about this study

Data limitations

While there are undoubtedly individuals under 45 who are

sandwiched, they were not as likely as those aged 45 to 64

to be in this group.1 According to some, younger caregivers

may find elder care more burdensome because their children

are younger. To determine if age of children had an effect

on responses, sandwiched workers with children under 15

were examined. Results indicated that there was no

difference between those with younger children and the

population of interest.

Additionally, just over 10% (81,000) of sandwiched workers

were not asked ‘impact of caregiving’ questions if the person

for whom they provided care had died during the previous

12 months. Consequently, there may be some bias in the

‘impact of care’ responses. Finally, since only those providing

elder care were asked ‘impact of care’ questions, it is not

possible to compare them with the general 45- to 64-year-

old population. Thus, the major comparison group comprised

45- to 64-year-olds who provided elder care but had no

children at home. When possible, comparisons have been

made with individuals not providing elder care and having

no children at home.

1. Wisensale, S.K. October 1992. “Toward the 21st century: Family
change and public policy.” Family Relations 41, 4: 417-422.
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a senior was simply giving back what
they had received, and 70% stated
that the relationship was strength-
ened. While these individuals were
just as likely as other workers to be
sat is f ied  w i th  the i r  work–home
balance, they were much more likely
to feel generally stressed. They were
also significantly more likely to wish
for flexible work arrangements or
respite care to enable them to be
better caregivers.

Those who spent more than eight
hours a month on elder care were
more likely than those spending less
than this amount to feel the effects.
Of the high-intensity caregivers, half
had to change their social activities,
and about 35% had to alter their work
schedule.
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