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We conducted interviews with adult children to understand the tensions involved elder care decisions for elderly parents. We propose

that the tensions arise as children encounter two distinct cultural ideologies that have opposing implications for decisions about elder

care services, and we demonstrate that marketplace solutions can actually problematize consumption.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT:
There is no shortage of anecdotal or scholarly evidence that 

adult children experience stress as they engage in care decisions for 
their elderly parents. However, adult children are often conflicted 
when faced with the task of translating their respect and love for 
their parents into actual decisions about care. That is, the tasks of 
choosing and using elder care services are not straightforward or 
unproblematic for adult children. 

The purpose of this paper is to theoretically account for the 
stress experienced by adult children by attending to the underlying 
cultural influences on elder care consumption. We take the position 
that adult children are consumers of elder care services because they 
are (typically) caregivers for their parents; adult children can choose 
to provide the requisite care themselves, or to consume commercial 
services that provide care. The marketplace for elder care services 
has responded to the care-giving needs of adult children by offering 
a variety of care options, ranging from in-home visits to assisted 
living facilities to long-term nursing care. However, although the 
need for elder care services is often inevitable and the marketplace 
offers a number of solutions, many children find the experience of 
making care decisions traumatic and stressful. 

It is critical that we acknowledge that we are examining only a 
sub-set of elder care decisions–those made by the adult children–and, 
in doing so, we implicitly strip agency from the elderly parents. 
Certainly, many seniors make their own decisions about care, and 
others make decisions in conjunction with their children. In this 
paper, we choose to focus on the experiences of adult children 
who play the lead roles in decisions about their parents care. We 
use the context of making care decisions for an elderly parent to 
reveal how consumers experience stress in the marketplace, and, 
therefore, do not seek to imply that elder care decisions are the sole 
responsibility of adult children. 

The context of elder care is particularly revealing of consump-
tion-related stress because it often does not involve one specific 
decision. Rather, elder care consumption involves a cycle of major 
and minor decisions as various care services are chosen, used, and 
then deemed inappropriate. Further, adult children typically want 
to do what is best for their parents, yet are torn between a desire 
to keep parents safe (from physical harm, etc.) and a desire to 
respect their parents’ wishes to live as independently as possible. 
However, being physically and cognitively self-sufficient can be-
come problematic as we age, and many children find themselves 
worried about their parents on a host of issues including mobility 
and physical safety, diet and medication, hygiene, finances, and 
social interaction. Further, many children experience significant 
lifestyle changes as their parents become more dependent on them 
to provide and manage their care. This can result in children feeling 
torn between their responsibilities to their parents and to their own 
spouses and children. 

In this paper, we use data gathered from depth interviews 
with adult children to examine these tensions and to reveal how 
they are experienced. We find evidence of two dominant tensions 
in our informants’ narratives. The first is a general awareness that 
it is not possible to respect a parent’s wishes to live independently 
and to ensure that s/he is receiving the “proper” level of care. The 
second tension revolves around an awareness that it is not possible 
to fulfill the obligations of actively managing a parent’s care needs 

and to maintain independence from the parent. We suggest that adult 
children experience stress as an outcome of these tensions, and we 
find that stress is characterized by guilt, exhaustion, and anxiety. 

We also discuss the cultural ideologies of autonomy and active 
care management, and suggest how they are related to the context 
of elder care. Autonomy encompasses the strong cultural value 
placed on being independent individuals. In the context of elder 
care, the independence of both parties (i.e., the adult and the child) 
becomes compromised as the parent’s need for care becomes ap-
parent. Active care management encompasses the broad, pervasive 
expectation that adult children will employ an active, managerial 
approach to their parents’ care by taking all steps necessary to 
ensure health and safety. 

In our interpretation, we propose that the tensions arise as adult 
children encounter these two distinct cultural ideologies, which can 
have opposing implications for elder care consumption. That is, 
in the context of elder care, consumers experience tensions across 
their individual interpretations of the cultural ideologies because 
these interpretations push them in different directions in terms of 
consumption. The outcome of these tensions is stress, as adult 
children feel torn between the different levels of care that would 
satisfy them and that would satisfy their parents. 

The theoretical contribution of this research is that it demon-
strates that consumers are not always able to satisfactorily resolve 
tensions between their interpretations of cultural ideologies. Prior 
research has demonstrated that consumers can appropriate discrep-
ant ideological positions and discourses to effectively negotiate 
personalized consumption meanings and shape their individual 
consumption behavior. In this paper, we build on this extant work, 
and we suggest that a particular consumption context can link seem-
ingly unrelated cultural ideologies such that consumers are unable 
to negotiate an acceptable outcome, and that inability to negotiate 
the discrepancy can result in stress. Further, we demonstrate that 
marketplace solutions to consumer needs can, in fact, problematize 
and complicate consumption; in the context of choosing and using 
elder care services, many adult children are unable to negotiate 
disparate ideologies and are therefore unable to reach a satisfactory 
consumption outcome.


