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Future Health of Elder Care, Scholars Say, Depends on Increased Support from Lawyers & Clergy Members

Aging in Modern Families Holds Challenges, Scholars Say


WASHINGTON, D.C., April 10, 2017 – A new study from scholars, Amy Ziettlow and Naomi Cahn, shows that as family structure becomes more complex, so too does elder care, and existing institutions are not prepared to handle these realities. The study is reported in a book just published by Oxford University Press titled Homeward Bound: Modern Families, Elder Care, and Loss.

As 79 million American Baby Boomers approach old age, their diverse family structures mean the burden of care will fall on a different cast of family members than in the past. Today, 40 percent of Americans currently count step-relatives as a member of their family, and the divorce rate for adults ages 50 and older has roughly doubled in the past 25 years. 

Single parent and remarried parent-led families are far more complicated and need increased formal support from religious, medical, legal, and public policy professionals. 

Ziettlow, a Lutheran minister, and Cahn, a law professor at George Washington University, reveal how current approaches to elder care are based on an outdated caregiving model. That model presumes life-long connection between parents and children, with the existence of strong unifying norms and shared beliefs among family members, providing a valuable safety net for caregiving in late life. 

Ziettlow and Cahn interviewed subjects whose mother, father, stepparent, or ex-stepparent had died. The survivor’s stories illustrate the profound ways that the caregiving, mourning, and inheritance process has changed in ways not adequately reflected in current formal legal, medical, and religious tools. 

The authors propose solutions that center on awareness and preparation: providing more support for individual planning for incapacity and death and, still more importantly, creating legal, political, and social planning for the "graying of America" at a time of increasingly complex familial ties.

Among the study’s findings reported in Homeward Bound:  

· Family structure shapes the quality of the elder care provide by, and grieving experience by, of grown children. Their caretaking and mourning processes are profoundly affected by whether their mother and father are still in their first marriage, are single or divorces, or are remarried. 

· Formal planning helps facilitate a positive experience for offspring when their aging parents need care or die. Single and remarried parent families depend more on formal planning tools to mediate conflicts and to compensate for a lack of other shared norms.   

· Nudges related to end of life planning are needed when people obtain marriage licenses or divorce decrees. Getting married or divorced is a time to think about who is kin and who is not, and to explain what role grown children, former spouses, or a new spouse should play during a medical emergency or when an estate is settled. 

· Encourage hospice and palliative care usage. Most advanced planning in the research happened once a family was already enrolled in hospice. The interdisciplinary professionals in hospice or palliative care are well equipped to assess the unique family system of the dying person and cater the resources to them. 

· Accept the new normal in families and use formal tools to help compensate for their differing needs. Resilient family systems found a way to understand each other, to work together to each contribute something to the care process, and to decide that they would remain a family after the death of one of its members. 

Homeward Bound: Modern Families, Elder Care and Loss presents fresh insights into how divorce, single-parenthood, and remarriage have changed the face of end-of-life care in the 21st Century, and how social and professional supports can adapt to the needs of today’s families. 

Contact study authors:
Amy Ziettlow, aziettlow@gmail.com
Naomi Cahn, ncahn@law.gwu.edu

About Amy Ziettlow: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/rev-amy-ziettlow

About Naomi Cahn: https://www.law.gwu.edu/naomi-r-cahn

Visit the IAV website study page: http://www.americanvalues.org/homeward-bound/

Visit the Facebook page for the book: https://www.facebook.com/HomewardBoundZiettlowandCahn/
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