
 

More andmore people are caring for elderly relatives while still raising their children – and they are reaching breaking point. By Jenny Tucker

M onday to Friday, Grace gets up
at 6am to prepare a packed
lunch for her two sons (aged 10

and eight); she often makes extra to
deliver to her 68-year-old father-in-law,
who lives alone and rarely cooks. She
might squeeze in a bit of housework
before the boys wake up, then she’ll
walk them to their local school. Three
days a week she works part-time in an
accountants’ office, and when she’s not
doing that, she visits hermumwho had
a sudden stroke a few months ago and

now feels vulnerable. She’ll usually do
her mum’s ironing and weekly food
shop; sometimes she’ll make a dent in
the omnipresent pile of paperwork.
Grace also recently took over the
responsibility of caring for her grand-
mother, Stella, who is 85 and extremely
frail. Grace does all her laundry, cleans
herflat andprovidesmostmeals.When-
ever there is a spare hour, she might
take Stella out for a short walk or drive
her to a local café, just so she can inter-
actwith a fewnew faces. Then it’s off to

collect her boys from school, prepare
their tea, help them with homework
and, everyTuesday andThursday, jump
back in the car to drop them at football
training and an art class. Herweekends
are slightly less packed. But only just. If
she doesn’t fall asleep on the sofa, she’ll
watch a bit of TV with her husband
Craig,whoworks longhours as an engi-
neer.Most daysGrace is exhausted but,
she says, “If I didn’t take all this on,who
else would do it? My family need me,
and I have to be there for them.”

If we were to slap a label on Grace
(other than“angel”), itwouldbe“amulti-
generational caregiver”.You’veprobably
heardof thesandwichgeneration– those
looking after their own children and
elderly relatives; nowwe’ve also got the
club sandwich generation, which goes
that bit further with three levels of
responsibility – supporting adult chil-
dren, older parents and perhaps grand-
children. Plus, because women are
having children later (age 30.7 in 2020)
and the elderly are living longer, the

sandwich carer numbers are increasing.
Likemany situations in the past cou-

ple of years, the pandemic has added to
the burden. Record numbers of young
adults (3.5million in the first half of
2020) moved back into the family
home to garner more support as they
were furloughed or fleeing university.
Add the extra needs of the isolated
elderly, and there you have a bubbling
pot of increased anxiety, intense com-
mitment, relationship tension and
financial strain. Carers UK, whose aim

is “to make life better for carers”, says
the numbers of carers grew enor-
mously at the start of the pandemic
with a rise of 4.5million people new to
caring and 2.8million juggling work
and care. According to their survey,
Caring Behind Closed Doors, 81 per
cent of current carers had also upped
their usual workload.
The impact of these stats is far-reach-

ing. Janice Storey, 55, is in the squeezed
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middle of supportingher twoadult chil-
dren (her 19-year-old son has special
educational needs and requires a signif-
icant amount of attention) and her
83-year-old mother, Patricia, who
moved inwith the family two years ago.
In light of Janice, and those like her, it
may not be a huge surprise to hear that
according to the Office of National Sta-
tistics, women represent 68 per cent of
those providing at least 20 hours of
adult care per week.

“Mum was living alone in the house
where my younger sister, Fiona, and I
grewup. She’d been there for 55 years,”
Janice says. “But her partner, Keith, had
dementia andhe’d beenplaced in a care
home. Mumwas struggling to keep on
top of her property, and I reckon she
was one of the last people in south Lon-
donwhodidn’t haveWi-Fi.WhenCovid
started kicking off and the first lock-
downhappened,weknew itwas time to
move her in with one of us. I had the
space and so it was a practical decision
betweenmyself and Fiona. At the time,
there wasn’t a big plan, we simply
responded to the situation.We thought
she’d stay until this virus situation had
blown over, perhaps for a couple of
weeks. Ha! Little didwe realise.”

The month after Patricia had moved
to her daughter’s home in Streatham,
Keith passed away. It hit Patricia hard.
She became increasingly anxious and
more dependent on her children. Not
only was she grieving her loss, she also
simply couldn’t understand why she
wasn’t able to visit the local shops, and
why many of her friends were either
going into care homes, or sadly dying of
the virus, too. Ask Janice how hard this
time felt, and she admits: “It was
intense. We were all stuck in the house
together. My husband was worrying
about the survival of his tech business,
my daughter was on university Zoom
calls in her bedroom, my son wasn’t
dealing with being cooped up and my
mum was at a very low ebb. I was fire-
fighting; I just had to respond to who-
everwasmost in need at the time.”

Ordinarily, for people like Janice,
vital resources are scant, but during the
pandemic they became almost non-
existent. Services, specialised day cen-
tres and helplines were eroded, and

cuts in local funding walloped the little
sustenance available to carers. Caroline
Abrahams, charity director at Age UK,
says, “These provisions are essential
lifelines for many; an outlet to share
their tough experiences and to feel they
are not alone in their situation. We are
constantly hearing that people are so
tired! Not just physically, but emotion-
ally drained, too.Many of them say they
don’t believe they are able to continue.”

In last year’s Carers UK report,
Breaks or Breakdown, the research
among 2,850 carers found that 72 per
cent said they hadn’t had a break at all
since the start of the pandemic. And 69
per cent reported poor mental health,
while 64 per cent cited a deterioration
in physical health.

For these family carers who deal in
the basics: love, commitment, graft and
sacrifice, there is little left in the pot for
themselves. Marriages feel the brunt,
friendships are neglected, personal
wellbeing goes on the back-burner.
Sally, 62,whohasher 83-year-old father
living with the family, says, “I don’t
think I’ve had an evening off for
months. Dad is restless during thenight
and often calls forme. Quality sleep is a
rare thing. And you can imaginewhat it
has done for our sex life! With Dad just
across the hallway – no thanks!”

Evenmore concerning is the fact that
during thepandemic,withmorepeople
stuck at home in stressful situations,
divorce rates spiralled, and domestic
violence increased radically. The char-
ity Refuge reports that between April
2020andFebruary 2021, calls loggedon
their national domestic abuse helpline
rose by an average of 61 per cent.

CARERS AREGETTINGYOUNGER
And it’s not just the middle-aged carers
who are experiencing the repercus-
sions. Research shows that the younger
generations are taking the hit, too. Mil-
lennials are getting pushed into the
sandwich scenario at a faster rate than
previously because ofCovid – theyhave
moved back home and so are often
included in the care of vulnerable par-
ents and grandparents, plus, as the cost
of living increases, the chances of this
demographic standing on their own
two feet diminishes.

The wider effect can be a delay in

young people’s progression towards
important adult life goals. They might
have fewer romantic relationships,
choose not to travel or be less finan-
cially self-sufficient. Ragni Whitlock,
clinical lead for family therapy inShrop-
shire andTelford, reveals: “Inmywork,
I see many complex scenarios. When
adult children return to the family
home, they can revert to being more
like their former younger self and not
pull theirweight in contributing to fam-
ily finances andchores.Or they cankick
against parental house rules and want
to enforce their ownway of being. Or if
grandchildren are also part of the set-
up, there can be conflict around how
they arebeing raised.Generally, there is

a blurring of life transitions and the
expectations ofwhat each life transition
entails, and this can lead to people feel-
ing trapped and overwhelmed.”

Formost of us, having an adult exist-
ence outside of our families includes a
career. But for many sandwich carers,
there simply are not enough hours or
sufficient emotional bandwidth in the
day to allow for a fulfilling career.
Research shows that such individuals
are more likely to be working part-
time, experience burnout, turn down
promotion opportunities or work
below their potential. Janice, once an
interior designer, says her commitment
tohermother and children, particularly
her son, has meant that a profession
doesn’t feel possible at this time.

Abrahams adds, “Even though these
carers are fulfilling a key role, they are
often not financially compensated for
their responsibilities –whichmeanswe
are essentially exploiting them. They
deserve amuch better deal.”

Currently, Carers Allowance is the
main benefit and sits at £67.60 per
week, but to be eligible youneed topro-
vide at least 35 hours’ care and earn less
than £128 per week after tax, national
insurance and other expenses. TheCar-
ers UK State of Caring report 2021 says
23 per cent of unpaid carers claim they
don’t have enoughmoney to cope with
their monthly outgoings. Factor in the
recent hike in the cost of living and
energy bills, and the tricky option to
crowbar some part-time work into an
already frenetic week might feel the
better of two evils.

Emma Lowndes is in her 50s and
is the primary carer for her 90-year-old
mother- in-law, Marj. Not only
does Emmahave a husband, an 18-year-
old son, two stepdaughters and
six grandchildren, she works as a port-
foliomarketing director. Her life has to
be tightly organised due to her 24/7
accountability.

“I feel family duty strongly,” says
Emma. “I wanted Marj to choose her
last home. So, 10 years ago, when Marj
agreed she needed more support, we
built an annexe and she moved in. My
husbandplays a strong role, but I do the
majority, especially now Marj has
dementia. She needs a hoist to enable
her to move around, and help with eat-
ing, drinking and bathing. And then, of

‘I am constantly
spinning plates and feel
guilty much of the time’
Anna Hamman
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course, there are all the other things,
like sorting the dentist, optician, shop-
ping for food andclothes,managingher
finances and medical support. We do
have a couple of day carers coming in –
paid for from Marj’s pension with help
from the local authority – but we can’t
leave her for long. Nights out, and par-
ticularly holidays, are scarce.”

HELP IS OUTTHERE
There have been timeswhenEmmahas
felt she can’t carry on with Marj’s care;
the relentless responsibility has worn
her down. “Iwould advise others in this
situation to try to plan for what might
happennext. Collect contacts, informa-
tion, expert advice up front... build a
support system for when you get
dropped into challenging situations.”
With this in mind, Emma has created a
blog, maudandmum.com, which col-
lates information for others going
through similar experiences.

“It’s important we value our carers,”
she adds. “It’s a role that society’s
health depends on but, sadly, often
gets ignored. We have to get better
at supporting those who look after
their families.”

Another organisation, set up just
before the pandemic hit in 2019, which
aims to “help the helpers”, is ElWell
(Elderly Wellbeing). It was created by
childhood friends Jessica Silver and
Nancy Farmer; the pair are passionate
about giving practical and professional
guidance on a range of topics for family
carers. “I watched my own mum lov-
ingly look after my grandfather when I
was growing up,” says Jessica. “She did
everything for him so he could fulfil his
wish to stay at home until the end of his
life,while all the time shewasparenting
three teenagers, so I really understand
the sandwich generation scenario.

“Nancy had a successful career in the
NHS as a community physio and she
saw how difficult it can be for the
elderly to remain independent. Our site
wants to help people build a good qual-
ity of life for both the elderly relative
and the carer. We cover everything,
from how to educate your parents on
using tech to broaching difficult topics
such as giving up driving.” (One of my
friends recently told me that her
79-year-old dad closes his eyes when

he’s driving “just to have a little rest”.
I’m directing her straight to ElWell...)

Yetwhile the efforts of these compas-
sionate supporters are commendable,
there is no denying that many family
carers are on their knees. A recent
report from the Carers Trust reveals yet
more shocking statistics, proving the
strain of this labour of love. Over 90per
cent of adult unpaid carers feel ignored
by the Government; 49 per cent said
they’d had to use their personal savings
to continue being a carer, and 51 per
cent revealed they had to give up on
hobbies andpersonal interests. JoeLev-
enson, executive director of policy and
external affairs at Carers Trust, says,
“Reading the anguished responses from
unpaid carers youget an overwhelming
sense of how so many have been
brought to breaking point. Unpaid car-
ers are united in saying that they feel
ignored and let down by the successive
governments to improve their lives.”
Pressure to boost theCarer’s Allowance
and more protection against financial
hardship is ongoing. A recent break-
through – legislation saying carers can
officially take unpaid leave for a week –
is a small win.

Anna Hamman, 48, is mum to Ava,
six, and Zach, four. Her own mother,
78-year-old Susan, has multiple health
issues and requires continual assis-
tance. When asked if it feels like a bur-
den, Anna replies, “She’s my mum, she
has taken care of me for most of my life,
so of course I am happy to do the same
for her now.” But that’s not to say Anna
doesn’t have her dark moments. “The
load is spreadbetweenmyself,my sister
and a close family friend, Bethan, who
lives very near Mum. After my dad died
last summer, Mum was in pieces –
they’dbeenmarriednearly 54years – so
we all stepped in to support her. I man-
age her paperwork, her food shopping
and, when I can, cook dinners in bulk
for her and Bethan to eat together.
Every morning I wake Mum up with a
phone call so she can take the medica-
tion she needs to survive. If she doesn’t
answer thephone straight away, Iworry
that she’s fallen over in the night, or
even died. There’s rarely a time when I
am not thinking about her.”

Although Anna says she is often
exhausted and perimenopausal, she
recently started working again as a liti-
gation lawyer while, alongside her hus-
band, she runs an eco start-up, Jim’s
Bricks, which specialises in shampoo
and shower bars for men. “It’s neces-
sary for me to earn money,” she admits,
“But I am constantly spinning plates. I
feel guilty much of the time and worry
I am not giving my husband and my
kids the time theyneed. I certainlydon’t
invest enough in self-care. That’s right
at the bottom of the list. And I still
haven’t grieved fully for the loss of my
dad. There is no space for steppingback
and reflecting.”

DON’T FORGETTHE LOVE
Yet in this quagmire of stress, exhaus-
tion, sacrifice, financial strain and, at

times, sorrow, there is one common fac-
tor that runs through the complicated
fabric of these lives: love. The actress
Emma Thompson recently wrote, “I
found myself, during our strange, sec-
ond Covid Christmas, sandwiched
between my 22-year-old daughter and
my89-year-oldmother. This year,more
than ever, the umbilical connections
between us tugged at me as I observed
and enjoyed the miraculous luxury of
three generations together.”

There is much to be gleaned from
these layers of love. Anna points out,
“This experience has bonded us
even more as a family. We laugh a lot
and we really enjoy seeing each other.
My mum is hugely appreciative of

whatwedo for her, and she is awonder-
ful grandma to my children. A deep
closeness has truly been established.”
Janice adds, “The joy for me is seeing
Mum improve. She has started a new
life at 83; working part-time in a char-
ity shop, creating friendships. Our rela-
tionship has been strengthened, too.
This experience has made me realise
what’s really important: it’s the balance
and happiness of my family.”

Emma values the positive impact of
looking after Marj on her own attitude.
“I have become more considerate and
patient,” she admits. “And there has
been a lot of laughter. Just theotherday,
I stripped down to my underwear to
help Marj shower, as I always get

drenched anyway. It was ridiculous but
fun and we ended up giggling together.
Ultimately, it’s just one woman looking
after another woman.”

And if there is one significant legacy
of this incredible commitment, it could
well be the example we set. During a
recent, particularly tough moment,
Emma broke down in front of
her 18-year-old son. “He saw me in
tears, I had hit a real low point. But he
put his arm around me and said, ‘Don’t
worry Mum, I’ll look after you.’

“He has the mindset that family sup-
port is crucial – and so the care contin-
ues. I am deeply proud that these
feelings of compassion have been
passed on to a future generation.”

Remember you can
only do so much. You
are not superhuman,
so beware of “carer’s
guilt”, which is a
well-known
phenomenon. Being
“good enough” is fine

Think about the hard
facts – it might be
painful, but it will
prepare you for
future success

Talk about what’s
going on – to
friends, family, even
to a therapist

Take care of your
own needs. Regular
breaks, treats and
self-TLC are
important. If you
are feeling healthy,
then you’ll have
more strength and
positivity to continue
your role

Create a support
system for your
absences. When you
go on holiday or
have time off, what’s
the emergency
procedure?

Have family
meetings, not only
with siblings to work
out practicalities, but
also with your own
children, to see how
care is affecting them
and what they need.
Pull them in to
share the load of
household duties or
ask them to sit with
their grandparent
one evening

Start a private family
Facebook page or
WhatsApp group so
everyone can be kept
in the loop about
what’s going on. Plus
it saves you sending
endless individual
messages

Work out what
contribution
different family
members can make.
For example, if a
sibling lives a long
distance away, or
even overseas, they
may not be able to
visit, but perhaps
they could spend
time researching
topics online, or

provide financially
for something like a
regular food box or
the utility bills

Investigate if there
are any local clubs
or support groups
for ageing parents.
Not only to give
them a different
social scene, but also
to give you a much-
needed break

Inform your
boss and work
colleagues about
your situation. There
may be times when
you arrive late or
need to leave early;
transparency will
alleviate stress

Get to grips with
technology. While it
might be hard for the
older generation to
grasp, Zoom, Skype
and FaceTime are
excellent ways of
maintaining contact.
And Amazon’s Alexa
has a “drop in”
service which gives
you access to another
person’s device

PRACTICAL WAYS TO SURVIVE the sandwich years

‘I have become
more considerate
and patient. And
there has been a lot
of laughter’
Emma Lowndes

‘It’s made me realise what’s
important: the balance and
happiness of my family’
Janice Storey
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‘It’s vital
we value
our carers
– it’s a
role that
society’s
health
depends on
but sadly
often gets
ignored’

‘I was
firefighting.
I just had
to respond
towhoever
wasmost
in need at
the time’

Janice Storey with
her husband Brian,
her mum Patricia
and her daughter
Jamie

Emma Lowndes
is caring for her
mother Marj, who
has dementia, while
also working and
looking after her
son and
stepchildren


