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This assignment will critically reflect upon how when you feel excluded you may feel like your purpose has been taken away regarding the relationship between adult children and their older parents. There are various representations of what constitutes ‘family’ in the 21st century, the word family still means the same as it did decades ago. The Cambridge dictionary (2022) clarifies the word family as “a group of people who are related to each other, such as a mother, a father, and their children”, but it is how families are made up in this century which is different to all the other centuries. The Nuclear or traditional family is still considered quite normal in the United Kingdom and around the world, Nicholson (1999, p. 77) would argue that the “traditional family is not that traditional at all” and explains that “it was only in the post -World War two period that this specific form of ideal (family) became a mass phenomenon”.  Now with divorce rates higher than ever and new laws allowing same sex marriages and the advancements made in the medical options of individuals to give birth to children they may not once have been able to, contemporary families are now made up by many different units. In today’s society a child could be living with mum, a stepdad and step siblings or they could be living with dad and his husband, or they could be living with their mother who was surrogated by their auntie, either way, the child has and is part of a ‘family’. Sociological theories attempt to explain families through a sociological lens, Pearce (No date) explains what is meant by social constructionism and how it is a “mutual understanding created by members of society”. Pearce explains how ‘the idea of family, perfect or not is a social construction’ she also explains how ‘the media portray how a family should look and behave by using images in films, adverts and on social media platforms’. Nickerson (2021) explains that it was George Herbert Mead who created the concept of symbolic interactionism which describes “that humans construct their own and each other’s identities through their everyday encounters with each other”. Therefore, every individual will be different, they will regard their family members as a personal choice and these individuals within their families will sit in society and be viewed by society as how they look from the outside. But each individual has a family, and that family is a part of society regardless of the class, race, religion, status or behaviour of the family.
The relationship between the individual, ‘family’ and contemporary society changes constantly and there are tensions between representations of the individual, family and contemporary society in the post-modern age. Dean, Kelly and Mould (2014, p. 1703) all agree that ‘the roles of family members in the 21st century have changed dramatically, and whereas years ago the wife was expected to stay at home whilst the husband went out to work, many females in contemporary society have jobs of their own which makes it difficult for them to become carers of their parents and with life expectancy being higher than ever, there are more ageing parents’.  Merz et al. (2009) explain how “providing support to an ageing parent may pose a serious challenge to adult children but may also provide an opportunity to give-back to loved ones”. Dean, Kelly and Mould (2014, p. 1705) make a valid point in their journal that in many cases ‘decisions that have to made by an adult about their parent will the majority of the time affect at least somebody close to the adult, such as their spouse, whom they must take into account when deciding how much time and care they can give to their parent. Regardless of how much an adult child would like to care for their ageing parent themselves, their own family circumstances could make it very difficult for them to do so. Burn and Szoeke (2016) explain the boomerang effect as “a trend of young adults living in the parental home”. In their article they explain that ‘these young adults may have never left the home in the first place, or maybe returning to live at home with their parent/s after a period of living independently’. Tosi (2020) suggests that “living under the same roof may also be a source of conflict and stress for the family members”, he explains how ‘everyday issues like sharing space, the parent’s control or power over the child and their behaviour and the judgements they may make of their lifestyle, could result in conflicts between the adult and the child. Results from Tosi’s study reveal ‘that a child returning home with economic challenges can have a negative effect on the parents’ well-being as they worry and stress about their child’s future and how they can or cannot help them financially (Tosi, 2020). Generational family issues can also cause more stress and conflict between family members, according to Margolis and Wright (2017) ‘it is far more common for older adults to have ageing parents, children of their own and grandchildren than it is for them to have just two generations of kin’.  This can make it increasingly difficult for an adult child to assist their ageing parent as they already have so many responsibilities of their own. Blessing (2022) describes some of the issues which can cause misunderstandings, conflict and differences between families in the 21st Century, many of these issues are from contemporary society and Blessing agrees that ‘parental respect differs much from half a century ago, back in the day children were supposed to be ‘seen and not heard, and of course half a century ago it was not illegal to smack your child’. Blessing (2022) also describes ‘how children today have a voice and an opinion compared to years ago’, numerous legal frameworks have been introduced to protect children’s health, safety and rights and it is common practice now for anyone working with children to advocate on their behalf should it be required. The technology gap is also another part of generational issues which Blessing (2022) agrees can cause difficulties between older and younger members of the family, ‘many grandparents do not understand technology as well as the younger generation which could result in the older generation feeling ‘useless or unable’. Pike (1999) conducted a study into the research of the power and emotional dynamics between ageing parents and adult children. Pike concluded from this study that “ageing parents in individualist families were found to have greater power than those in collectivist families who received higher levels of care”. Pike suggests that “this may mean there is a trade-off between power and care”, she means by this that the smaller the family and the closer and tighter nit they are the more power the ageing parent has over the adult child. However, this is not always the case and both adult children and their ageing parents can feel excluded for many different reasons.
Jerrome (2004) describe how “for some, the departure of adult children on marriage is a welcome sign of a child-rearing task successfully accomplished”, whilst for many other parents it could make them feel excluded as the child goes onto have a family of their own, which will result in a distance in relationship between the child and parent. The child may have only moved next door, but the separation will be felt and the time the adult needs to give to their own family, could result in the parent feeling excluded. A single adult child residing with their parent/s who has a close relationship with them could feel excluded also if the parents are spending time together alone or taking holidays as a couple. Being excluded can also make either the adult child or the ageing parent feel that they no longer have a purpose. Chen and Jordan (2019) agree that “parents remain important support resources for adult children”, they explain ‘that adult children still sometimes require help from their parent’s weather this be with childcare, housekeeping, or financial matters’. An ageing parent may struggle to, or not be able to, provide these forms of support to their children any longer thus resulting in them feeling they have no purpose. The results of Amaral et al (2015) report showed that “the purpose of the life of the elderly is associated to caring for the family, the house and performing household chores”, when these responsibilities are taken away, whether it be because the ageing parent is moving into a residential home or whether it is because the ageing parent is moving in with their adult child who already completes all of these responsibilities themselves. An ageing parent moving in with their adult child may find that there is already a rota for household chores completed by the spouse and children already living in the home, and the same will be felt if they move in to any sort of residential care as there will be cleaners and staff on hand in the majority of cases to complete these jobs for them thus again making them feel like they have no purpose. Adams and Laursen (2004) state that “disagreements are a ubiquitous part of interpersonal relation ships” and that “parent-child relationships are obligatory and hierarchical, characteristics that invite coercion”, they mean by this that ‘such close relationships between family members can result in more disagreements as they feel more comfortable to disagree with each other than they would with a stranger’, behaviours inside the home would not necessarily be behaviours they would show to the outside world such as friends or colleagues. Feeling like you can share your opinions more freely with those closest to you does not mean that your feelings are understood or shared, and family arguments are probably a lot more common than an argument with a friend, also the argument could be more personal as both parties know each other so well which could result in both parties taking longer to forgive the other. This situation must be taken into account when discussions and decisions are being made between an adult child and their ageing parent.

An example of either the adult child or ageing parent feeling like they are excluded or have no purpose is if the ageing parent was to move into a residential home. Adams (2009, p. 77) explains ‘how important a home is and how the quality of the neighbourhood that a person resides in can play a vital role in the individual experiencing positive well-being and being socially included, close living friends, family and neighbours can make an individual feel like they are a part of society’. An ageing parent having to move into a residential home or even having to move into a home that offers more aids with any conditions they may suffer from could result in the individual feeling like they have lost their place in society. Robinson and Robinson (2017) claim that “most seniors do not want to leave their homes”, they claim to have worked with thousands of ageing adults and their families ‘to help with an ageing adult who may think they are being put in a home to die, or are being put there so their children can wash their hands of them and can get on with their lives without the burden of looking after their ageing parent’. An ageing parent moving into a home where they have more help could result in the adult child taking a step back as they feel like their parent is in safe hands which could make the ageing parent feel excluded as the family members spend less time together. On the other hand the adult child could be made to feel excluded when they visit their ageing parent in a care or residential home when they turn up to visit and find that mum/dad are clean, dry and have eaten, daily tasks they may have once helped their parent to do will now be completed by members of staff which could result in the adult child feeling like they have no purpose.
A study completed by Pope (2013) suggested that “caring for an older person has negative consequences on the caregiver”, the purpose of the study was to ‘try and ascertain how women, who tend to be the most informal caregiver to their parents, are affected with regard to what will happen to them as they age’. Looking after an ageing parent and seeing how their mental and physical health deteriorates over time could make the adult feel depressed, especially if they do not have any children of their own and wonder who will look after them when their health begins to deteriorate. The study also showed ‘that being an informal caregiver made the adult start thinking about the process which will happen to them one day, resulting in them even trying to change their lifestyle and habits in a bid to avoid old age any quicker’. Most individualist families will try and care for their ageing parent for as long as they possibly can and most ageing parents would prefer to live with their family members or in their own homes, however this is not always possible or the best solution for both parties. A change of caregiver or a change of residence to either party is a massive upheaval for all family members involved and could result in feelings of exclusion and possibly a feeling of loss of purpose. Family members in these positions should always try to understand the others point of view and opinion and consider how any decisions made will affect all persons involved.
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