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Abstract

Longer life spans and the delayed economic and psychological independence of children mean
that middle-aged parents find themselves caring for parents and children at the same period in
their lives, at times this care may extend to grandchildren and grandparents. The type of care
varies depending on each person’s need but also on the gender of the individual who looks
after their parents while taking care of their own children. Cultural factors can also come into
play. Complications in the lives of those who are part of the Sandwich Generation (SG) may
arise affecting the quality of their time, their psyche, physical and financial situation. Having the
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necessary skills and strategies to cope with these complications is extremely important.
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Introduction

The term sandwich generation (SG) is commonly used
to refer to the middle-aged adult population that cares
for their children and, at the same time, for their aging
parents.”” While in the early 1990s the phenomenon of
the SG included adult individuals, who found themselves
sandwiched between the responsibilities of caring for
young children and parents in need of support,"* today
the situation has shifted further. Today, we can speak of a
new generation that we might call a double sandwich: the
45-55 age group is indeed caring for young children and/
or adolescents and aging parents, but the 55-75 age group
includes individuals whose parents are still alive, albeit
very old, and whose children, now adults, need assistance
in caring for their grandchildren.?

In general, studies, albeit from different perspectives,*
agree that the SG consists of adult individuals who due
to their age and family relationships are in the middle
and squeezed between young and old, resulting in
simultaneous responsibilities and satisfaction of demands
towards these ties.>>S Hence, both men and women belong
to this generation.” The literature confirms, however, the
existence of gender differences where middle-aged female
populations are more involved in providing support
and assistance to both generations.” In this regard, we
can consider two factors that explain this phenomenon:
first, working sandwich generation women experience
different challenges related to the multiple, often

traditional roles they play at home and in the workplace.?
Second, the type of care offered differs at the gender level,
a situation that reports differences between them making,
at times, the care of SG women heavier still."” With these
initial premises about the middle generation in mind,
the following sections will argue the most salient socio-
demographic aspects, possible implications of protective
and risk factors at the individual and societal levels, and
possible strategies for coping with the phenomenon.

Inter-generational dynamics: factors to be considered
Children and parents establish lifelong social
relationships, as familial relationships are crucial for the
well-being of both generations.'*'? In Italy, initial family
ties are generally strengthened over time: the generational
pact illustrates how parents help their adult children, even
when they start their own independent families, and in
return receive care and support for their children when
they need it. Therefore, even if they have left their family
unit, working mothers can count on the support of older
relatives such as parents or in-laws."?

When an older person is in good health, this caregiving
relationship can lead to personal growth and promote
the development of new skills, including less stress,!
developing intergenerational relationships between
children and older people who experience greater
satisfaction from caring for loved ones.'! It can also
strengthen their kinship and family identity.”” However,
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when a parent’s autonomy (whether physical, mental,
or emotional) begins to wane, the adult child is often
unprepared for the lifestyle changes, almost suddenly
becoming part of the SG and find themselves in a
situation which means having to offer double care'® while
being parents to their own children but in some cases also
parents to their own parents.'**

To understand these changes, it is important to consider
the backdrop in which they happen: The Western world
has declining birth rates, adults become parents later in
life, and people generally live longer thanks to greater
awareness of their own care and medical technologies
that help with early detection of disease.**'** Some of the
consequences of this backdrop are that children stay at
home with their parents longer than usual, which means
that economic independence is significantly delayed'”***;
so that middle-aged adults find themselves caring for their
elderly parents, who unexpectedly have less autonomy
while caring for their adolescent children. When families
move away from their parents’ homes and live in different
cities, regions, or countries, this distance can exacerbate
this situation.'”® When one or more parents in a couple
show signs of illness, they must alternate between how
to care for their vulnerable parents while caring for their
children in cities where they themselves may not have an
established network, having moved from another city or
country.” This may include negotiating transnational care
with siblings or alone if the SG adultis an only child.”” In the
case of countries such as Italy, where birth rates are lower,
this means that fewer children share the responsibility of
caring for their elderly parents."” In addition, depending
on the culture of origin, feelings of guilt may come into
play for not being closer,*” and creative ways must be
found to provide emotional care from a distance.”® The
decreased autonomy of older parents can lead to a drastic
change in roles and perspectives on life, a rescaling of
time (i.e.: less time to oneself) with the added dimension
of having to accept the psychological, social-relational,
emotional, and mental changes that older parents go
through along with caring for their well-being.”

The complexity of the parenting role is defined by family
systems theory, which states that parents must participate
in and respond to the care of multiple family subsystems,
such as individual-level self-care, coordination of co-
parenting demands, and parenting needs.”” In general, the
nature of the parent-child relationship changes frequently:
children grow up, parents grow older, and adult children
take on a caregiving role for older parents.’*® Thus, the
support and tensions that arise from intergenerational
bonds during stressful times between family roles are
critical for middle-aged adults.® This situation was
highlighted by Covid-19, which created greater difficulties
in managing the boundaries between family and work®" in
the context of economic concerns about reduced working
hours or job loss. This is due to the fact that, despite the
presence of a partner, caregiving and support tasks were
mainly delegated to women during the pandemic period,

even if they were engaged in smart work.*»** After the
lockdown, first men and later women returned to work
outside the home, often choosing to leave their jobs to
meet family needs.***

In this scenario of expecting and providing care, it can
be challenging to balance work, caregiving, and family life
in general. According to an Italian study, 35.9% of mothers
and 34.6% of fathers complained about the unresolved
difficulties of their work schedules and commuting, which
led to time constraints in providing such care.” In trying
to juggle these obstacles and meet multiple needs, SG
individuals often experience guilt and frustration.”® This
is exacerbated when the social expectation has been made
official through government policy, as in China.** When
the children of SG individuals are under the age of 15, they
may face greater stress that affects their mental health.>
Not only is leisure time dramatically reduced, but overall
‘time management’ becomes more difficult,”” often
leading SG individuals, especially women, to consider
quitting their jobs** because they burn out or need to
reduce their work hours to provide care at home.*® In
this process of reorganization and readjustment, “family
roles and responsibilities are transformed””* (p.287), and
gender tensions may arise, especially when priority is
given to men and their work as the main breadwinners
of the family,"” leading to different roles within the family
and how each SG person manages their time.

Caring and gender association
Jang et al® note that in all cultures, some form of care
is expected from one’s children when the time comes.
However, the degree of involvement in this care may vary
across cultures.® In Northern European and American
cultures, the tendency is for older parents to maintain
their independence as much as possible, whereas, in
Southern European countries, such as Italy or Latin
American countries, the tendency is for SG adults to care
for their parents and thus be close by Baldassar et al.*® As
globalization increases, caregiving and the importance of
caregiving varies depending on the geographic distance
between the SG adults and their parents, the type of
relationship they have,* and who is caring for the person.*
Vlachantoni and colleagues® point to the UK context
where the needs of older people “...can be met through a
combination of contributions from the informal, formal
state, and formal paid sectors” (p. 321). Nevertheless, they
note that the informal sector of family and friends remains
predominant, as it is in most countries around the world.
While caregiving is directly provided by one’s children,
the literature confirms the existence of gender differences,
particularly among the middle-aged female population, as
they are more involved in supporting and helping both
generations.”'® Traditionally, women tend to provide
more emotional support and engagement.'**** Working
women of the sandwich generation face different
challenges related to the multiple and traditional roles
they play at home and at work,****? including societal
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and cultural expectations.'”* According to Evans and
colleagues,® women perform worse in this situation and
in the use of individual strategies compared to men in
the sandwich generation with the same combination
of roles (family caregiving and work), even in relatively
egalitarian societies.” Negative consequences at work
include higher absenteeism due to stressful family
situations, leaving work early, and emotional stress
that affects work performance.*’ In general, stress levels
increase when individuals who belong to the sandwich
generation have to deal with the demands of their children
and aging parents at the same time, which limits the
time they have for their personal lives,* such as healthy
behaviors for themselves (exercise or healthy eating).*
Multigenerational caregiving may influence health
behaviors because of the reduced relevance of personal
goals, as it increases the tendency to worry about meeting
the needs of others by increasing personal stress.*® Any
form of continuous caregiving, which is often invisible
and unrecognized by society,” can increase stress, mental
exhaustion, and symptoms of anxiety and depression.*>°

In men, on the other hand, practical caring
predominates over both genders.!” Gender differences in
work concern both individual and family characteristics.
At the European level, for example, Italy ranks third after
Greece and Romania in gender differences in time spent
on family work.” In addition, the type of care provided
by men and women may help explain the direction of
that care. In a Finnish study, four variables and their
directional prevalence were considered: for adolescent
children, there was more financial support, caring, and
emotional closeness, while for elderly parents, practical
care predominated. While this directional prevalence
was more or less the same for both genders, women
were found to be emotionally closer to their children and
provided more care for both groups, elderly parents and
children, which can be emotionally stressful.”

Transversal competencies and strategies to cope during
this period
Fostering individuals’ resources related to their
transversal skills involves promoting and creating spaces
where individuals can develop strategies to promote
roles through communication and flexibility of family
members,* while balancing them with self-management,
social support, and participation in self-care activities.?
Some skills that emerge relate to coping through emotion
regulation,'®*' including taking responsibility and self-
control, as well as organization and time management,
which are critical to the well-being of both parents and
their children.’>* Research on social support, understood
as an interpersonal skill, reflects social-emotional
competence related to building stable, enduring, and
positive relationships with others.*

Indeed, caregivers play a key role in promoting the
development of emotion regulation, understood as social-
emotional competence, through emotional support of

family members.” Interventions that provide support
and stress reduction include teamwork, promoting
open communication, and encouraging caregiver self-
care.”® This can be ensured at the system level through
counseling services that help family members understand
and support parents.®

Resilience is an important resource that can counteract
high levels of psychological distress when faced with
situations of uncertainty, such as those that occurred
during the COVID-19 pandemic, which made the
tension between parallel care needs even more complex.
COVID-19 often hindered SG individuals’ ability to draw
on the resources necessary to cope with the challenges
associated with caregiver stress.”” Some authors have
emphasized the importance of resilience and mutual aid
in improving the mental health of family members.*®
When families become resilient, family members’
risk and vulnerability decrease, which increases their
ability to cope with future challenges.” It is critical to
incentivize the resources that individuals may have, both
organizationally and instrumentally (availability of family
supportive organizational practices) and emotionally
(from family members or friends).**® The availability of
these resources allows individuals to use them flexibly
as the caregiving burden increases.® It is important to
focus on individual strategies that allow for a balance of
roles that each family member, especially women, share,
which in the case of the sandwich generation is complex,
multidimensional, and interconnected."

Often, the negative consequences of being part of the
sandwich generation are mitigated by improving one’s
physical health through healthy habits.* This includes
leisure time,* which is linked to organizational capacity,
understood as a cross-cutting competency. In general, a
holistic approach is essential for rebalancing the demands
and resources of the sandwich generation in both family
and work contexts.

Conclusion

The SG individuals drive the world’s economy while
caring for future adults as well as those who raised
them.? Given the complexity of the phenomenon,
continued attention from various sectors of society is
needed to develop strategies to meet the needs of this
multigenerational target group. In addition, research
suggests that the development of transversal skills
may help in coping by improving the psychological
well-being and quality of life of family members.®
Developing a gender-sensitive approach to the sandwich
generation means taking into account the challenges
women face by promoting a balanced distribution of
responsibilities between the sexes.® At the system level,
it is important to provide support and resources to SG
individuals, such as care services for children and the
elderly, training programs, and programs to develop
transversal skills, i.e., social policies and measures to
support families.*® To counteract the possible negative

194 | Health Promot Perspect, 2023, Volume 13, Issue 3



De Lorenzo et al

effects of the phenomenon, it is necessary to incentivize
welfare initiatives aimed at providing useful services
to both caregivers and the elderly, including research
and financial support through family assistance and
psychological support through appropriate information
channels.” This could promote the well-being and quality
of life of SG individuals by improving and strengthening
work-life balance. Only through a comprehensive and
integrated approach can we hope to successfully address
the problems of the sandwich generation and improve
their quality of life.

At the employers’ level, people who work in an
environment that protects the psychological and physical
well-being of the person, for example, through leave, family
leave, and work-life balance projects, suffer less from
being crushed by the needs of the family environment.”
20 < .greater flexibility in work
schedules, provision of time-limited work leave to prevent
job abandonment during years of intense family needs
(preschool-age children, parents nearing the end of life),
an increase in long-term care services, especially home
care services that encourage aging in place, and financial
support for child care are all measures that can help reduce
the excessive burden on women living in a sandwich”
(p. 422). In addition, employers should also consider
alternative strategies, such as yoga and meditation break
in the office, as practiced in India, which have been
shown to help reduce stress.®® On a more individual level,
self-care is essential to reduce the emotional exhaustion
caused by caring for parents and children.'® Part of this
self-care involves verbalizing the need for time for oneself
and extending family care.*

Last but not least, it is important to promote active
aging so that older people remain mentally and socially
engaged, as well as physically fit,! and are perceived as
individuals who have much to offer not only within the
family but also to society.

According to Brenna,
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