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IN THE MIDDLE
THE SANDWICH GENERATION ARE TRYING TO MEET THEIR PARENTS’ NEEDS 
WHILE STILL RAISING CHILDREN

You and your spouse both have careers.You have a
teenage son, a college-age daughter and  an elderly parent
who needs an increasing amount  of caregiving.
Sound familiar? Welcome to the Sandwich Generation.

BY ROBYN KLESATH ROBERTSON • PHOTOGRAPHY BY ROBERT BENSON
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In the 21st century, people live longer and
postpone marriage, more children go to college
while living at home, and an increasing number of
adult children return home after a divorce or job
loss. Consequently, larger numbers of midlife
couples and individuals feel caught between the
demands of their aging parents and those of their
own children. These are individuals, typically
between the ages of 45 and 65, who assumed
their children would grow up, leave home and live
as independent, self-supporting adults.

They also expected their aging parents would
remain independent, self-supporting and healthy
into their late adult years. And they did not antic-
ipate that childrearing and care of an aging parent
would overlap.

According to U.S. Census data, about one per-
cent of Virginia’s families are categorized as
multigenerational households. In Hampton
Roads, roughly 12,000 households fit this desig-
nation. And the numbers are growing. Experts
predict this group’s growth to be in double-digit
percentiles over the next two decades.

According to John Skirven, executive director
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of Senior Services of Southeastern Virginia
(SSSEVA), this number represents multigenera-
tional families in one household, but doesn’t
include the thousands of Hampton Roads
families who are caring for an older adult who still
lives independently.

“About one in four families in Hampton Roads
is providing some sort of care for an older adult,”
says Skirven. “These are situations where an adult
child has noted that mom or dad is still inde-
pendent, but now needs help doing tasks that
have become increasingly difficult or even pro-
hibitive, such as yard work, housework, routine
house maintenance and repair, driving, etc.

“In many cases, the adult child will either move
his or her own family closer to the parent or move
the parent closer to the adult child’s home; but
each will maintain a separate home. In this situa-
tion, the older adult may not need round-the-
clock assistance, but may need part-time assis-
tance. The relationship is still very reciprocal in
that the older adult is often able to help take care
of the grandchildren.”

In Sarah Houck’s family, it’s unusual for fami-

ly members to venture far from the nest. In fact,
she’s lived 75 feet from her parent’s home for
most of her adult life.

“It’s been a blessing to have family so close,” says
Houck, a physical education teacher at Bayside
Middle School, “especially when my twin daugh-
ters were young. I can’t tell you how many times my
mother would take over when I was at my wit’s
end. And it has been wonderful for my children
(17-year-old twins, Heather and Ashley) to grow
up with their grandparents playing key roles in
their daily lives. I don’t think that would have been
possible if they had not lived so close to us.”

Houck says her mother’s close proximity
has allowed her to give back some of the caretak-
ing that has been lavished on her and her family
for decades.

Houck’s mother, Hazel Lawson, is 92. She is
the mother of four adult children, 13 grandchil-
dren, 14 great-grandchildren, four great-great-
grandchildren—and doesn’t show much sign of
slowing down.

“She’s a wonder,” Houck says. “We’ve called
her the Energizer Bunny for years, because she’s
had this boundless supply of energy.”

Houck admits that her mother has slowed
down in the last couple of years due to declining
eyesight and two strokes, and she and her sib-
lings—who all live in Hampton Roads—check in
on their mother daily, fix her meals, take care of
yard work, home repairs and maintenance, and
drive her to medical appointments and shopping.

As a family, they routinely talk about what the
future holds and how they can continue to care
for their mom and support one another. They are
not strangers to caring for an aging parent—their
grandmothers lived in the family home until their
deaths, as did their father, who suffered from
Alzheimer’s disease.

“I learned so much about love from watching
my mother take care of my father,” says Houck.
“There was never a thought about putting him in
a nursing home. We all pitched in and took care
of him. And now, as my mother approaches the
end of her life, we know that it is our privilege to
take care of her. We don’t see it as a chore or bur-
den. For us it is a way of life; a natural evolution.
Family takes care of family.

“Our goal is to keep mom in her home as long

AAN ESTIMATED 22 PERCENT OF THE
American population can be classified as the
Sandwich Generation: they are parenting
their own children and taking care of their
parents at the same time. Some estimates
show that nearly two-thirds of the Baby
Boom generation will be taking care of an
elderly parent in the next 10 years. A 1990
Newsweek article reported that the average
woman spends 17 years raising children and
18 years helping aging parents.

<<< Ashley and Heather Houck are Sarah Houck’s
daughters. Kimberly Parker stands next to mom, Becky
McLaughlin. Seated is Hazel Lawson, mother of Becky
and Sarah Houck. Sarah is standing on the far night.

>>> Bill, Elizabeth, Joseph and Kathy Massey on their 
family farm in King & Queen County.
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as possible,” she adds. “We feel that it will prolong
her life. And to take her from her environment,
from things that are familiar, would be disorient-
ing and cause her to be unhappy.”

Skirven agrees that it is best to keep older
adults active and independent as long as possible.
He also adds that caretaking options change from
family to family. The most critical thing is to find
out what the needs, desires and expectations are
for both the adult child and older adult.

“For example, I’ve seen instances where the
adult child wanted to move the parent into their
home, but the older adult wanted to move into an
independent living situation that offered assisted
care and long-term care options on-site,” says Skir-
ven. “The parent did not want to burden the child
with day-to-day health care tasks, but instead
wanted to be able to focus their attention on main-
taining a relationship with the adult child.”

When an individual or family begins to see
elder caretaking in its future, it is important to get
advice from outside experts early on.

“Even those of us who work in the aging
industry seek assistance in sorting out the
options when we travel through this life transi-
tion,” says Skirven.

Kathy Vesley Massey, senior vice president of
Bay Aging, and her husband, Bill Massey, chief
operating officer of Peninsula Agency on Aging,
are the first to admit they didn’t hesitate to take
advantage of the services offered by their respec-
tive agencies.

“After Bill’s mother suffered from a stroke in
April, we moved from part-time to full-time
caregivers overnight,” says Kathy Massey. “It was
difficult because we were newly married and had
been splitting our time between the family farm
(where Bill’s mother, Elizabeth Massey, resides)
and my home in Urbanna for several months. It
was a real challenge to make it all work. And sleep
during that period was at a minimum.”

Several years before they met, Bill Massey had
sold his home, purchased and moved onto the
King and Queen County family farm where his
then 86-year-old mother had been living alone.

“The decision to buy the farm from my moth-
er accomplished several things,” he says. “It gave
me the opportunity to be close to my mom and
ensure her quality of life, allowed us to keep the
family farm which has been in my family for gen-
erations, and freed up funds for my mother’s
long-term health care needs.”

When the couple started dating, Massey’s
mother was still very independent. Although she
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suffered from osteoporosis and arthritis, she was
able to take care of her own needs with the assis-
tance of a home care aide who was with her from
8 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. during the week. She also did
not need round-the-clock assistance, although
Massey continued to live on the farm full-time
until his wedding.

After the Masseys married, one of Bill’s
daughters and her family lived with his mother
for several months while they awaited construc-
tion of a new home.

“This was a wonderful scenario,” says
Bill Massey, “because Kathy, Joseph (Kathy’s 11-
year-old son) and I were able to live in Urbanna
and visit with mom routinely while building our
family unit.”

The Masseys planned to move to the farm in
November, but Joseph adamantly opposed the
move. He had had a difficult time adjusting from
a move from Richmond four years prior, and had
begun to build lasting friendships in the commu-
nity. Bill and Kathy decided to give Joseph more
adjustment time and split their lives between both
homes. At times, schedules dictated that Bill be at
the farm while Kathy and Joseph stayed in
Urbanna. Other times they traveled from house
to house together.

The hectic pace continued until mid-April
when his mother’s health radically declined.

After complaining of increasing pain, suffering
several falls, memory lapses and a host of other

health problems during the course of a weekend,
a doctor confirmed that Elizabeth had suffered a
stroke. The Masseys were quick to ensure ade-
quate medical care, and also brought in a care
coordinator from Kathy Massey’s organization to
help the family assess the situation and identify its
best care options.

“Bringing in a care coordinator was the best
thing we could have done,” says Massey. “Kathy
and I have worked in the aging industry for years,

but quickly realized that it’s very difficult to see
things objectively when it’s happening in your
family. “

Immediately following Elizabeth’s stroke, the
Masseys provided most of the hands-on care,
worked full-time jobs, managed two homes, and
attempted to spend time with their children
(Massey has three grown daughters) and with
each other. In addition to their physical exhaus-
tion during that period, both agree it was emo-
tionally trying as well.

“It’s easy to spread yourself thin,” says
Kathy Massey. “And there are dignity issues
involved     in any elder care situation. You’re not
dealing with    a small child; you’re dealing with a
mature adult who has taken care of herself and
now needs assistance. You have to really think
about how     to approach certain situations, and
how to avoid causing the other person embarrass-
ment or shame.”

After several months, the Masseys were able to
secure care providers who assist in the daily care-
taking of his mother. Now they are able to share
time as a family in their Urbanna home and join
Elizabeth at the family farm Sunday,Tuesday and
Thursday nights.

“Since we’ve been able to get in-home care
during the day and several nights throughout the
week, we’ve been given the ability to spend time
with Elizabeth and focus all our attention on
enjoying her without needing to be the main

caretaker,” says Kathy Massey.
Unfortunately, aging parents are less likely to

ask for help, fearful of becoming a burden to their
children. Any expectation of support from one’s
offspring has been replaced by a fierce independ-
ence.They see how hard their children must work
to support their own families, and they feel they
should be able to look after themselves.

Sometimes, though, parents need assistance.
What can a “sandwiched” child do? “Don’t hesi-

”
“I think my children would agree that

having their grandmother participate in
their lives has added to their lives, not
taken anything away from it.
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tate to ask for help,” says Skirven. “Organizations are dedicated to helping
individuals and their families identify and evaluate services for older adults to
live independently longer.We offer a variety of resources and services like the
personal care services, caregiver training, adult day care, respite care (which
lets an individual/family take a break from caretaking) and support groups.”

Skirven adds that to have a successful multigenerational home takes
planning and clear boundaries.

“It’s important for caregivers to get their own home in order first, before
they take on caring for an aging adult—to find out what the options are, to
not put their own lives on hold, but to find time to care for themselves and
the other relationships in their lives,” he says.

“Coming to terms with the shift in a parent-child relationship is proba-
bly the hardest thing for an adult child,” says Skirven. “But having an older
adult influence your life and the lives of your children can enhance a fami-
ly’s sense of wellbeing, provide a sense of belonging for your children and
assist teenagers in moving on to adulthood.”

Sarah Houck couldn’t agree more.
“I think my children would agree that having their grandmother participate

in their lives has added to their lives, not taken anything away from it. And I
think they’ve learned valuable life lessons that can only be taught by watching
family members care for each other. Advances in medical technology may add
years to our lives, but I think the true secret to a long life is love.” HR

� Changes in daily routines. Is Dad getting

up later in the morning, taking more naps

and/or going to bed early? Is he skipping

meals or forgoing other routines such as

reading, writing letters or taking walks?

� Changes in hygiene habits. Does Mom

seem indifferent to her appearance? Is she

skipping showers, wearing the same

clothes several days in a row and/or letting

basic housekeeping chores go undone?

� Sudden weight loss or gain. Has Grand-

pa gained or lost weight without significant

changes in his exercise patterns?

� Unexplained mood swings. Do everyday

problems cause emotional outbursts or

dramatic changes in mood and outlook?

� Bouts of forgetfulness. Watch for  pat-

terns of forgetfulness that go beyond

occasionally misplacing items. Does

Grandma seem disoriented or confused in

familiar environments?

� Expressions of hopelessness and

depression. Watch and listen for expres-

sions of guilt or suicide, as well as changes

in appetite, concentration, and interest in

normal activities and special events.

� Displays of fearfulness and anxiety. Does

Dad or Mom put off making doctor appoint-

ments, leaving the house, paying bills

and/or meeting new people?

Senior Services of 
Southeastern Virginia (SSSEVA) 

(757) 461-9481 
www.ssseva.org

Peninsula Agency 
on Aging (PAA) 
(757) 873-0541  

www.paainc.org

Bay Aging 
(804) 758-2386

www.bayaging.org

Senior Navigator
www.seniornavigator.com

Eldercare Locator 
800-677-1116.

www.eldercare.gov 

National Area Agency 
on Aging 

www.n4a.com

AARP
www.aarp.org

Administration on Aging
www.aoa.gov

RESOURCES
For more information on 

Sandwich Generations and 
Elder Care, contact:

WARNING SIGNS: WHAT’S GOING
ON WITH YOUR PARENTS?

While senior health conditions can be subtle and difficult to detect, there
are some warning signs. Any of the following could signal the start of a situ-
ation that needs attention:

In addition to monitoring behavioral changes carefully, make sure your parents

understand you are on their side. If you notice any changes in your parents’

behavior, talk to them about it and offer your support by asking if you can go to

the doctor with them. Health problems are most frightening when people feel they

are facing them alone. Above all, take anything your parents say about their health

very seriously. Generally, seniors are reluctant to talk about a health problem until

it becomes noticeable or persistent, and even then they may only hint at the issue.
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