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Caring for Older Persons : Happiness and Stress

Demographically, Thailand is already becoming an ageing society.
In 2013, Thailand had 9.5 million population who are 60 years or
older, or 14.7% of the total (Mahidol Population Gazette, 2013).
Physically, declining ability with age means that, at some point,
older persons will have to rely on others for daily living such as
eating, dressing, using the bathroom, or going outside the home.
Some will seek the aid of a caregiver, who is usually a relative, as
is the case in both Western society and Thailand (Conner, 2000;
Knodel & Chayovan, 2008; Novak, 1997). Commonly, the caregiver
is a spouse, adult child, a child’s spouse, a friend, or a paid provider.
In the future, caregiving by children may be a problem since fertility
in Thailand is very low. Currently, Thai women have 1.6 children

on the average (Mahidol Population Gazette, 2013).

Looking after an elderly relative can be physically demanding
and time-consuming, usually without financial compensation. The
caregiver usually has other demands on their time such as looking
after other family members and/or working at a job. Thus, these
multiple and potentially conflicting obligations can cause stress,
ill health, and increased risk of mortality of the caregiver (Schulz
& Beach, 1999; Schulz, O’Brien, Bookwala, & Fleissner, 1995). The
impacts on the caregiver are not necessarily all negative. The

caregiver might derive happiness or satisfaction with their life when
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helping older relatives. However, research into the positive aspects
of caring for the elderly is scant when compared to studies of stress,
perhaps due to the more recent emergence of interest in positive

consequences (Semiatin & O’Connor, 2012).

Stress among caregivers might contribute to neglect or abuse of
the elderly care recipient (Gupta & Chaudhuri, 2008). At the same
time, the good feelings about care-giving can improve the quality
of care (Hodge & Sun, 2012). Thus, reducing stress and increasing
pleasure of caring for the elderly are important features of programs
to strengthen the care providers for the mutual benefit of provider

and recipient.

This research had the objective to present results of in-depth
interviews with 20 care providers to older people who are a
spouse, child, child’s spouse, friend, or hired provider. There are
important similarities and differences among this group of caregivers.
The sampled individuals come from urban and rural settings in
Kanchanaburi Province of Thailand, and they have experienced
both positive and negative consequences of care-related stress
management. The findings are as follow: (see individual characteristics

at the end of the document).

) Age

Age is an important determinant of the ability of the caregiver
to provide appropriate care for older persons. This is because

age is a proxy indicator for maturity, both psychological and in
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ability to take certain actions in different situations, and addressing
challenges. At the same time, older age of the caregiver also means
that the caregiver’s health can be expected to decline with age,
and this can be aggravated by the exertion of care-giving. Thus, it
is reasonable to expect that older age of the caregiver will impact
negatively on care. This proposition is supported by the remarks of

one respondent, Auntie Sida, who is over 60 years old:

“I'am old now and get tired easily. | don’t get enough rest.

Having to care for my husband only increases my stress.”

On the other hand, the experience of Maneerat, a caregiver who
is only 22 years of age, reflects the beneficial aspects of care-giving

for the provider, in making her feel more grown-up:

“Looking after granny makes me feel more mature, and to think
more broadly. In care-giving, | have learned things and done things

that | have never experienced before.”

These two cases show that age of the caregiver can have both
positive and negative impacts on the feelings of the caregiver, with

older age being associated with more negative impacts.

{$) Role of gender and relationship with the elderly

The roles of the gender of the caregiver and relationship with
the elderly recipient of care are factors which point to different
natural abilities of family members. Generally, the female members

of the family are more tender and mindful of other’s needs. Thus,
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the Thai culture has prescribed that housework and helping family
members is the role of the female. Society expects women to be
the primary caregiver, and daughters, more than sons, are expected
to care for elderly relatives. Traditionally, when a son married, he
would move to the house of his wife, while the daughter, when
she married, would stay at home and be expected to care for her
parents when they became elderly. The son was expected to work
outside the home and be the primary income-earner for the family.
These differences reflect traditional gender roles, and the remarks

of Auntie Sida reflect these cultural norms:

“If | get sick or injured, then it will probably be my daughter
who cares for me. That’s the way it is - it is the woman'’s role.
The son is responsible more for making money; besides the son is

probably not so good at care-giving anyway.”

This view is reflected by Parichat who expects her oldest daughter
to look after her in the future. Other respondents felt that it wasn’t
necessarily the daughter’s responsibility to look after the elderly
parents; it could be either the son or daughter. Kanya had the

following observation:

“It doesn’t matter if it is the son or daughter; each has an equal

responsibility. If someone has good will, they can help.”

Wipa expects her youngest son to be her caregiver in the future
because he has lived with her the longest. Rampai agrees and is

looking after both parents:
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“It doesn’t matter if the caregiver is male or female. It is an

adult child’s obligation to look after elderly parents.”
Saichon also agrees with this viewpoint:

“Looking after one’s parents is not just the responsibility of

the daughter. The son should be involved too.”

When the elderly parents are living with the son, the principle
role of caregiver is usually the responsibility of the son’s wife. If
the son is not yet married, and there is no daughter to look after
the elderly parents, then a common practice is to hire a female
caregiver from a nearby center to provide the care. The role of the
son then becomes one of providing income to the household and
transportation. This is consistent with the experience of Chantana
who has to care for her husband’s elderly parents. Similarly, Parichat
was hired to look after an older person since his son and daughter-

in-law have to work outside the home.

4$) CGratitude (to one’s elders) “Katanyu”

Thai socio-cultural factors include values and beliefs about the
obligation of children to return the care to their parents that the
children received when young. A good child will take care of his/
her parents when they are old. All the caregivers in this sample who
are caring for their parents feel that this role is part of the meaning

of “katanyu” or gratitude. In the words of Rampai:
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“The first priority in my heart is to show gratitude to my parents
because they cared for me when | was young, and raised me into
adulthood. We have to return this kind sacrifice by caring for them

”»

now.

Jamnuan said that she simply feels an inner pleasure by practicing

katanyu to her parents.

{9) The many roles of the caregiver

Family income is the principle factor affecting care since those
with more financial means can procure conveniences and services
such as quality food and health care. Caregivers are more likely
to be unemployed family members, and lower-income caregivers
face a heavier burden. Many have to leave their job to return
home to take care of an elderly parent or spouse. They also face
increased household expenses in caring for their elderly relatives.
Some caregivers of elderly relatives have to maintain their principle
occupation in order to take care of their own family as well. Many
of the respondents in this study are experiencing these pressures.
Uncle Chalaem feels that looking after his wife can be draining at
times because he is already tired from working the family’s sugar
cane fields. Also, Wipa felt stress from having to go out to work
every day and then come home to take care of her ailing husband.
Samai felt that every time she leaves home to go to work she is
afraid of receiving a phone call saying that his father-in-law has

had a turn for the worse. Auntie Lampa also feels anxiety when
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having to leave the home to g¢o to work, and hurries back home at
lunch time and after work, to see how her husband is doing. She
has assigned her grandchildren to provide care to Uncle Samruay in
her absence, but always hurries back home since she cannot fully

trust her grandchildren to provide the proper care.

{$) Family relationships

Family relationships and the presence of family members in
the household help considerably to relieve the burden and stress
on the caregiver. Chalawan reported that the family environment
is warm because the parents and siblings are loving and united in
their priorities. This gives Chalawan moral support in the face of

challenges that come along. Jamnuan agrees, as follows:

“If the siblings love each other, then caring for the elderly
parents is a happy responsibility because everyone is helping

each other out.”

Auntie Somlim reported that, when her husband is irritable and
refuses to visit the doctor for an appointment, she becomes stressed
out and sometimes gets into arguments. In those instances, she
will ask their son to persuade his father to see the doctor. Auntie
Amnuay is looking after her elderly husband who needs assistance
in just about everything. Having their son living in the household

helps relieves her stress to some extent.
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{s) Expressions of love from the recipient of the

care...providing mutual encouragement

In addition to receiving moral support from friends, neighbors or
the community at-large, receiving encouragement and love from
the recipient of the care is very important for the caregiver. Kanya
is looking after her elderly mother, and said that sometimes her
mother strokes her head and shows her sympathy for her daughter
because she knows what a burden she must be. But this empathy
gives strength to Kanya. There is also the case of Chantana who is

looking after her mother-in-law:

“I love her like my own mother. She said she would like to be
re-born as my biological mother in the next life. | joked that one
biological mother was enough. She laughed at this. When she sees
that | am going out on an errand, she will pretend to be upset.
Then | have to kiss her and console her and tell her | will be right
back. She always wants me to hug and kiss her before she goes

to sleep at night.”

The caregiver also needs to show love and affection for the
elderly care recipient. In the words of Uncle Chalaem in expressing

loving kindness to his wife:

“At first we felt like it was our bad karma. But now our karma

has gone full circle. There are many people like us.”

And in the words of Auntie Lampa, in talking about encouraging
her husband:
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“We have to keep trying harder. Others have it tougher than us,

but they can get over it. We will prevail in this together.”

Providing mutual encouragement between the elderly and the
caregiver is a positive benefit of the experience. It can greatly relieve
the stress and the sense of burden in providing or receiving the care.
There is also happiness when the caregiver sees the condition of
the elderly improve, as in the experience of Chalawan in looking

after her father:

“Now | have seen the benefits of being a dutiful child. When
| see my father’s condition improve it makes me happy. When |

see him walk easily | feel good and the stress vanishes.”

(©) Pride in care-giving

Having the opportunity to care for someone they love, whether
a parent, spouse, or anyone, can instill a sense of pride in the

caregiver, as in the case of Uncle Pan, in caring for his elderly wife:

“Whatever | do for her it is heart-felt. | am always thinking how
I can make it better. This doesn’t make me tired. Instead | feel
proud if | can improve the situation. And if she doesn’t get better, |

will keep on trying; it doesn’t matter how much effort is required...”

The case of Auntie Lampai is similar in that she does not see her
husband’s condition improving, despite her care. But at least she
feels she has tried, and this makes her proud of herself, and she

knows that people around her can see her love for her husband.

Tasanas “snesaudanunnsalgunaninuszsat”

510/13 11:06AM‘ ‘



The feeling of pride is also experienced by those caring for a

parent, as in the words of Kanya:

“Looking after my mother has been a very valuable experience.
No amount of money can equal the pride | feel in having and

caring for my mother.
And in the words of Chalawan:

“I’'ve considered my own situation; what if | am older and need
care? Who will provide that? | believe in karma. What goes around
comes around. Sometimes it is hard to explain. All | can say is that

what | have done so far brings me happiness and pride.”

(9) Relationship prior to current illness or inrmity

From the comments and reflections of the 20 respondents,
one thing stands out: Whether the care has positive or negative
outcomes often depends on the nature of the relationship and
understanding of the elderly care recipient prior to the current illness
or infirmity. This is especially true among a married couple who
have been loving and devoted to each other since the beginning.
Neither one can imagine abandoning the other. Auntie Somlim,
Uncle Chalaem, Wipa, Uncle Pan, Auntie Amnuay, and Auntie Lampa
all have had long-lasting loving relationships with their spouse,
and are determined to care for their spouse as long as they can.
However, Auntie Sida reported that she didn’t have that good a

relationship with her husband in the past, and this discouraged her
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from providing personal care now; she sees it as too much of a
burden. This dynamic is the same for children or younger relatives
who are caregivers for their elderly parents or relatives. The care
relationship will be as good (or bad) as the relationship was prior

to the need for care. In the words of Kanya:

“For as long as | can remember, my mother never hit me or
scolded me. She is so kind. It always made me feel that, if | had
the opportunity to take care of her, | would be happy to do so.”

Maneerat reported that she lived with her grandmother since
a young age and feels very close to her. When she was a school
student she lived with her grandmother who had a house closer
to the school. Parichat was hired to care for the elderly and feels
she can provide good and compassionate care, despite not being
a relative. She has felt close to the person she is caring for even
before he became ill. So they know each other’s personality well.
This reduces the care burden on both. Conversely, if the prior
relationship was not good or close, then care for the elderly will
not be optimal. Reuankeo reported that caring for her elderly
father-in-law was very burdensome because she never felt close
or connected to this person before. They hardly ever speak to
each other when she is providing care. She only does it because

it is her duty.
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{s) Support and encouragement from friends,
neighbors and the community

Encouragement and help by the community for the caregiver is
a very important factor. But this study found that acknowledgement
from friends and the community can be both positive and negative.

In the words of Chantana:

“Sometimes, the neighbors visit and, when they see what | am
doing for my father-in-law, they provide encouragement and moral

support. This makes me feel warm inside, as if we are in it together.”

Maneerat reported that some neighbors would come by and

make remarks such as

“Say, it’s good to have a grandchild to take care of you,” or

“What’s for lunch?” or “What did you feed the old person today?”

Just these simple sentences and expression of interest were
enough to give Maneerat a positive feeling about her care-giving
chores. At the same time, however, negative or sarcastic comments
will erode the mental well-being of the caregiver. Auntie La-weng,
who looks after her elderly ex-boss --who she is not related to --

heard the following comments by neighbors:

“Auntie La-weng is only taking care of him because she wants

an inheritance. They aren’t related, so why is she caring for him?

Hearing this type of gossips makes Auntie La-weng angry, stressed
and discouraged about care-giving, sometimes to the point where

she thinks about quitting.
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($) Emotional tension and stress

Emotional stress is one key factor which has clear negative
impacts on the caregiver and recipient. Having to adapt one’s
lifestyle to become a caregiver for the elderly is bound to create
some stress. The respondents in this study reported that the stress
comes from witnessing the suffering of the ill or infirm elderly
person, and the unpredictable mood changes of the elderly. The
elderly can become suddenly irritable or selfish, and this makes
it more difficult for the caregiver to control their emotions. Auntie
Amnuay said that caring for her husband for his daily needs and
activities was not that stressful. However, it became stressful when
he refused to take his medicine. Jamnuan experienced tension
when his father refused to go see the doctor, requiring Jamnuan to
try to persuade the doctor to make a home visit, with the added
cost of that. Jamnuan was also worried that there would not be
adequate equipment for the doctor to do a complete examination.
Chantana once got so fed up with her husband’s selfish attitude
that she abandoned her care-giving role for a period of time. Later,

she decided to return and continue providing care to him.

{©) Financial and occupational stress

When the caregiver has a primary occupation outside the home,
the efficiency of care is impacted, and there can be an increased
cost of care. If there isn’t enough money set aside in advance for
long-term care then financial stress will arise later on. Wipa had been

providing full-time home care for her elderly husband. However,
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when funds became low and cost of care increased, Wipa had to
return to work outside of the home to make ends meet. These
two major demands on her time resulted in less time for care and
inability to work a full work-day. This caused considerable stress
because she felt she was taking advantage of her employer and
co-workers, while not providing sufficient attention to her husband.
In the case of Uncle Chalaem, he had to continue to work the
family’s sugar cane field while trying to provide home-care for his
elderly wife. He wanted to keep doing the sugar cane work so that
he would not have to ask his children for financial support, despite
the additional stress and strain this caused. Auntie Sida reported that
looking after her husband caused her considerable stress because
she felt she could not do it on a single income. She was also trying

to care for three grandchildren at the same time.

) Lack of information/knowledge about the
elderly person’s disease.

Chalawan observed that every caregiver is worried about not
knowing enough in order to take proper care of their elderly loved
one or client.The lack of information/knowledge about the illness/
condition of the elderly person they are caring for is a cause of
worry for the caregivers since they are not sure what complete care
consists of. He felt his ignorance about his father’s condition may

have made things worse.
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(&) Care impacts on health...health problems impact
on quality of care

Care for the elderly can have an impact on the health of the
caregiver. For example, Auntie La-weng reported that, ever since
she started taking care of the ex-boss, she has experienced more
problems of leg pain because she has to lift him when he needs
to sit up, which occurs quite often during the day. Auntie Somlim
observed that after her husband became ill she suddenly had to
do all these new tasks that she hadn’t done before. She became
worn out and developed symptoms of high blood pressure. Auntie
Lampa developed gastro-intestinal illness attributable to the stress
of caring for her elderly husband. The health problem side effects
of providing care mostly afflict the elderly caregivers. These effects
can reduce the quality of care for the elderly. Jamnuan felt that
taking in his father for long-term care was tiresome and a burden
since Jamnuan already had asthma and arthritis. This made it even
more difficult to provide proper care. Rampai said she would feelill
during menses, and this impaired her ability to care for her elderly
mother. As a result, she sometimes had to let her mother get up
from bed to use the toilet by herself. Some caregivers felt their
illness did not reduce their ability to care for the elderly. Maneerat
has allergies but does not believe these have been worsened by the
fact that she became a caregiver. Kanya said that her diabetes was

not worsened by taking her mother in her home for long-term care.
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($) Reducing stress, increasing happiness :

Most of the conceptual thinking of the respondents has a
foundation in Buddhist teaching. All the respondents professed a
belief in the value of merit-making and the harm of sin. They believe
that their good or ill fortune in this life is attributable to deeds in
the previous life. This belief is a source of strength for the caregivers.
Wipa observed that there is suffering in care-giving but one need
not take that on as a focus of one’s life. She added the following

which was taught by a Buddhist monk.

“We cannot expect total bliss in all aspects of life. We should
expect some suffering to go along with the good times. The
important thing is not to become obsessed with either. If we can
eliminate a source of suffering, that is great. But if we hold on to

it, it just multiplies the suffering. What’s the use in dwelling on it?”

Chalawan observed that she viewed her parents as a holy image
in the house; they are people who make the house cool and happy.
In this way, she sees her caring for her elderly father as a form of
merit making. Some also believe that by caring for the elderly now,
they are increasing the probability that they will be cared for as

well when they are old. In the words of Reuankeo:

“My thinking is that, if | do these good things now, in the future,
my son will bring a daughter-in-law to help take care of me when
I.am old. It’s a form of karmic insurance. Thinking this way makes

me feel better because we did not have a daughter of our own.”
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Alternatively, some feel that the burden they now carry as
caregivers for the elderly is a result of their poor karma from the

past. Auntie La-weng put it this way:

“I probably built up some negative karma in a previous life.
Thus, | have to take care of another, even though he is not a
relative and | am not young. He has given me nothing; yet | have
to care for him. Sometimes | feel like quitting and going back to

live with my own people.”

To relieve stress, caregivers need to have some time to
themselves. Chantana said that when she feels too tired for caring
for her mother-in-law, her husband takes her to rest on the river
raft, or she does some the housework (sweeping, laundry, etc.).
Similarly, Auntie La-weng said that she will take time out from
care-giving to do something relaxing like gardening or watching a
pleasant movie or soap opera. In addition to caring for his wife,
Uncle Pan works as a volunteer school bus driver, and that helps
him relieve the stress of care-giving. He also works in the garden

and reads in order to relax.
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Diagram : Results of Caring for Older Persons

Elderly Care

Positive effects

- happiness

- pride

- merit

- “Katanyu” (gratitude
to elders)

- receiving praise

- becoming more
mature

Other factors
- age
- gender
- relationship to the
elderly person
(child, spouse)

Negative effects
- fatigue
- mental strain
- stress
- anxiety
- poor physical health

Preventive factors

- improvement of the care recipient

- relationships in the family

- closeness of relationship and
understanding of the older person

- mutual encouragement

- encouragement from neighbors
and community

- encouragement and love from
the care recipient

- Buddhist beliefs

- time for oneself, relaxation,
stress-reduction

Risk factors

- having to work outside the home
and providing home care to an
older person

- negative gossip by neighbors and
community

- lack of information or knowledge
about the illness of the older
person

- health problems of the caregiver

- stubbornness and mood
fluctuations of older persons
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The experience of being a caregiver for the elderly does give
risk to stress as well as happiness. Thus, maximizing the quality
of life of the caregiver and elderly recipient — reducing stress,
increasing happiness — depends on multiple factors. These factors
include caregiver attributes, recipient attributes, and family and
community support. It is increasingly important that caregivers
optimize their quality of life since this will have a ripple effect to
the care recipient and others around them. Family caregivers is an
increasingly important source of support that allows older people
to live longer in their own homes (McNamee & Stearns, 2003) which
reduces financial support for institutionalization or hospitalization.
Consequently, it reduces the expenditure for long term care at the

household and national levels. Thus,

&
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