








Praise for Together Again


“Together Again manages to meld together the sociological, demographic, and economic dimensions of the reemergence of multigenerational living in a way that no other effort has. The authors successfully translate the dry data into a mosaic of the richness of human experience at the ground level. Most important, in my view, is their revelation that this movement is in fact a return to normalcy and not a perverse deviation from the past.”

—Kerry D. Vandell, Ph.D., director of the
Center for Real Estate, University of California, Irvine

“A hospital bed is a bad place to make a housing decision, but it is where far too many older people make housing choices. We procrastinate because the choices don’t look good. This book opens up good new choices, with statistics and numbers, but primarily with family stories that offer a new vision of what success as a family means.”

—Patrick Hare, Ph.D., author Creating an Accessory Apartment,
and nationally recognized expert on accessory apartments

“In ocean surfing, you try to ‘catch the big wave.’ And, we all are in a rising sea of major demographic, economic, and psychological changes in our population. This carefully researched book examines real-life and time-tested solutions to the big wave of living Together Again.”

—Laurence W. “Bill” Lane, Jr., retired publisher of Sunset magazine,
and former U.S. Ambassador to Australia

“[This] great book that can be the complete source of coaching all the upcoming baby boomers on how to either deal with their aging parents or guide the boomers’ kids on how to deal with the boomers. [Together Again] will be in demand for a long time to come.”

—Iris Harrell, president/CEO of Harrell Remodeling, Inc., CKD,
CBD, CGBP (Certified Green Building Professional)

“Together Again presents creative ideas of what family can be and how each generation can learn from the other. This will open your eyes to the reasons why multigenerational households have become the fastest growing family structure in the United States. The authors skillfully weave anecdotes, dialogues, and hard data to present a very readable account of the pleasures and challenges that are multigenerational families.”

—Donna Butts, executive director, Generations United

“Sharon Graham Niederhaus and John L. Graham are on to something. . . . Multigenerational living offers a solution to some of our most vexing problems, including the elder care crisis that’s likely to emerge as the baby boomer generation ages and the lack of affordable housing and child care in many parts of the country. If you’re thinking about refurbishing a basement or building a backyard cottage to accommodate a parent or adult child, Together Again offers more than just practical advice on making it work. It also offers the hope of a better quality of life for those who embrace the comeback of the extended family.”

—Anne Tergesen, BusinessWeek magazine

“Together Again derives its premise from the interconnectivity which is central to being human. ‘Living among strangers’ is taken by some to be the very definition of what it means to be old. Niederhaus and Graham deny this threat in their wonderful book, which shows how our social convoy extends and enriches life to its furthest reach.”

—Walter M. Bortz II, M.D., Stanford Medical School,
author Dare to Be 100: 99 Steps to a Long, Healthy Life
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INTRODUCTION

Dodging the Nursing Home

Age is not a particularly interesting subject. Anyone can get old. All you have to do is live long enough.

—GROUCHO MARX

THIS IS A BOOK about families. Our focus in this introductory chapter is on how families manage the deteriorating health of a member. Some families handle things well and some don’t. Our I first story concerns our own family and the difficult death of our wonderful brother Steve in 1998. He was only 45.

Our Family

We became a family of seven back in 1959. That’s when our youngest brother, Bill, was born. Our folks’, John and Charlotte, firstborn was Sharon in 1942, then came Mary Ellen in 1943, Johnny in 1947, Steve in 1953, and Bill. Our parents loved all of us. But, with each birth, John and Charlotte had to move to a bigger house. Our dad was a lingerie salesman. He covered the western states for Warnaco and he traveled a lot. Mom stayed at home and managed the five of us. She did the homemaking kinds of things wives did in her generation.

Dad retired at age 64. He got off the road and onto the golf course. He loved the grandkids and finally had time to spend with them. Mom loved them too, but after five kids of her own, she was a bit iffy about having them around a lot. All this is pretty normal we suppose. In fact, so was our dad’s relatively sudden death in December of 1983. So many of his generation have lasted just a year or two past retirement. Mom died just nine months later, also common for her generation. She really missed Dad.

The deaths of our parents were tough on us all. They were very young—67 and 69. We miss them so much. But, they were relatively healthy before their deaths. The five of us kids had no long parental illnesses to handle. Dad died within a month of his diagnosis of cancer, and Mom died suddenly one August night, just after meeting her new grandson, nicknamed “Jack” for her husband.

Our family travail was the illness, long-term care, and premature death of our brother Steve. In 1970 he experienced a seizure. At the time the doctors could not diagnose his problem. His case became the subject of seminars at both the Stanford and University of California, San Francisco, hospitals. It wasn’t epilepsy; they were fairly sure of that. There weren’t brain scans and MRIs to help them out back then, just fuzzy X-rays and a series of symptoms. Steve took all this uncertainty pretty well. Our parents worried about him so much. But, Steve had inherited a double dose of our father’s sense of humor. He often quoted Groucho Marx, and his own jokes got him through much of the inconvenience of his affliction, whatever it was. Indeed, it’s too bad Steve couldn’t have made it to old age as Groucho recommended at the beginning of the chapter!

Steve attended the Gemological Institute of America and ultimately became the manager of a very nice jewelry store in Palo Alto. Like our dad he was a great salesman—all his customers adored him. The women in our family all loved having a jeweler in the family. Secretly the guys did too—it saved them money! He vacationed in Kenya and Tahiti and enjoyed the good single life. He learned to live with the seizures, and the prescribed dilantin handled them pretty well. All the while medical science was improving, and in such an odd way it slowly revealed the seriousness of Steve’s illness to him.

Our parents had died not knowing what afflicted Steve, not knowing what was going to torture him beginning in the early 1990s. With the new brain-scanning technologies, the diagnosis became easy—a congenital abnormal vascular malformation or AVM. That’s medical talk for bad plumbing in the head. Every once in a while, a vein in his head would spring a leak. The “bleeds” caused immediate stroke-like symptoms. At first they were minor, terrible headaches and such. As the blood was reabsorbed into the tissue, his condition would improve surprisingly fast. But, after every bleed and recovery there was scar tissue that refused to let normal functioning return to that region of his brain.

Steve had good medical insurance and the disability insurance helped. And then in 1991 the surgeons at Stanford Hospital decided to take action. The best doctors in the world offered him an awful choice. With surgery things might improve, but untreated, the course of the disease was going to be a slow deterioration of brain functioning over a period of years. Every bleed would mean more disability. That would mean no more driving, loss of short-term memory, and speech problems. He would have to give up the job he enjoyed so much. Unfortunately, jewelers with short-term memory problems lose stuff like diamonds. Steve bravely went for the surgery, and it nearly killed him.1

He spent the last six years of his life at the best assisted-living/skilled-nursing facility we could find in Palo Alto. Steve started out with his own apartment there—he had made an unpredicted good recovery from his first deathbed at Stanford Hospital and was able to walk, talk, and even cook for himself with a great amount of effort. His independence was important to him. During those six years there were a series of medical incidents that took more of his brain away from him. Perhaps not being able to talk was the worst. Not being able to swallow ice cream was bad too—our mom had taught us all to love hot-fudge sundaes. The decisions about stomach tubes and such during the medical events and hospital stays were awful for us all.

Sometimes siblings are a lot of trouble. Lucky for the four of us, we all did our part in managing Steve’s care. Bill and Sharon lived close by, giving them the burden of the frequent visits. Mary Ellen and John lived in southern California and helped out in the ways they could, given the distance.

The experience of visiting him in the nursing home left us questioning how the infirm and elderly are cared for in our society. Although the facility where our brother lived had a good reputation, we were appalled by the turnover of personnel. We would no sooner get Steve’s caregivers up-to-speed on his needs when they would leave for other jobs. Certainly, this revolving-door syndrome left him and other patients with inconsistent care and confusion. We thought there must be better, more compassionate ways of doing this.

The four of us had a tough time with Steve’s declining health. We literally did not know what we were in for. His bleeds moved faster than our decision-making about housing options and such. But, we got through it. And, we learned from it. We learned that even the best nursing home is a bad place to be. Maybe the assisted-living facilities are okay, but they mean separation from loved ones and the beginning of isolation. Those of you that have had similar experiences with family members know this. One of our purposes here is to keep you out of such places, to give you options, to give you more dignity at the end of your life.

Now we appreciate that some of you have had the good fortune to have never visited a nursing home. We want to change that. Before you read another page in this book, we have a little homework assignment for you. Call up the nicest nursing home in your area and ask for a tour. Take a look at the assisted-living apartments and the medical care facilities both. Be sure to ask to see their state-produced quality report, sometimes called a “Form 2567 from the U.S. Health Care Financing Administration” or the “state inspection survey.” After the tour you will be more interested in the ideas in this book. So, seriously, close the book and make the call now.

CLOSE THE BOOK AND CALL!


The Current State of Nursing Homes

There’s a lot to read these days about nursing homes. You can find more than two thousand books if you punch in “nursing homes” at amazon.com. Assuming you did your homework as assigned above, you now know more than most of the books can teach you. In particular, you know what things are like at nursing homes in your specific neighborhood. Since your visit was not unannounced, we’ll guess you didn’t run into any of the top ten “common problems” listed by Consumer Reports (see table I.1).

This is a scary list indeed.2 But it’s not our job to criticize elderly care facilities—plenty already do that. Instead, our job here is, first, to keep you out of such places and, second, to help you better enjoy growing older in the close vicinity of your family. So please read on.

Table I.1. Common Problems Found in Nursing Homes


The following list covers state surveyors’ required conditions for nursing homes:

1. The facility must store, prepare, distribute, and serve food under sanitary conditions.

2. The facility must ensure that (a) a resident who enters the facility without pressure sores does not develop pressure sores unless the individual’s clinical condition demonstrates that they were unavoidable; and (b) a resident having pressure sores receives necessary treatment and services to promote healing, prevent infections, and prevent new sores from developing.

3. The facility must ensure that it is free of medication error rates of 5 percent or greater.

4. The facility must not use verbal, mental, sexual, or physical abuse, corporal punishment, or involuntary seclusion.

5. The facility must provide each resident with sufficient fluid intake to maintain proper hydration and health.

6. The facility must establish and maintain an infection control program designed to provide a safe, sanitary, and comfortable environment, and to help prevent the development and transmission of disease and infection.

7. The facility must ensure that each resident receives adequate supervision and assistance devices to prevent accidents.

8. The facility must promote care for residents in a manner and in an environment that maintains or enhances each resident’s dignity and respect in full recognition of his or her individuality.

9. Each resident must receive and the facility must provide the necessary care and services to attain or maintain the highest practicable physical, mental, and psychosocial well-being, in accordance with the comprehensive assessment and plan of case.

10. The facility must provide for an ongoing program of activities designed to meet, in accordance with the comprehensive assessment, the interests and the physical, mental, and psychosocial well-being of each resident.



Source: State Operations Manual Provide Certification, Health Care Financing Administration, June 1995.


Why This Book Is for You

We expect the typical reader of this book to be a member of the postwar baby boom generation, aged 45 to 60, or so. Folks already into their 60s and 70s will find immediate use for this book as well. Or, perhaps you’re one of their kids? We’re going to address our comments mostly to the older folks facing retirement during the next ten years or so. But, for you sons and daughters of baby boomers, there’s much here, too.

Our cousin Lee in Nebraska, born in 1940, is fond of describing all the trouble baby boomers have caused America over the years. He should know, his younger brother was born in 1946. According to Lee, first it was bikes. Come Christmas 1951 and there was a big bicycle shortage in the country. Then it was classrooms and teachers, including not enough seats in colleges around the country beginning in 1963. Come 1965 and there weren’t enough entry-level jobs to go around. About 1972, as the first baby boomers started families, there weren’t enough houses. Baby boomers thinking about retirement drove the late-1990s stock market run-up—there was a shortage of good investments. Perhaps the best metric for this problem is to compare the number of births in the United States over three periods. About forty million kids were born in the United States between 1931 and 1945. The postwar baby boom (1946–1960) was fifty-eight million strong—a 45 percent increase! Thereafter, births fell to fifty-five million between 1961 and 1975.

Our cousin Lee was right, America has never done a good job of handling those fifty-eight million kids and the incredible demand of their numbers. And now our retirement system, designed for the 1930–1945 cohort, faces the boomer onslaught. Indeed, you can already see some of the key systems beginning to fail. Everybody knows Social Security and Medicare will dissolve circa 2020. The private pension funds are beginning to creak already, some even say the assault on them has begun.3

If you think the nursing home you visited today is a place you want to stay out of, wait until you see the 2020 version. Who will build enough of them? Who will staff them? Who will pay for them? And, with the new medical technologies, we’ll all live longer. Rather than dying from diseases, baby boomers will just wear down and wither away. The demographics make the future easy to see, and our future is different, far different, from the retirement our parents are experiencing right now.

Getting ready for this future is what the rest of this book is about. We predict that the baby boomer’s retirement will be accommodated by a fundamental change in American culture. Three-generation households will not be seen as a kind of subsidy for our “irresponsible” kids. Rather, three generations living together again, as they have done everywhere on earth throughout history, except in the United States in the last fifty years, will be the norm. Investing in our kids will be seen as the new kind of pension fund, one that helps everyone. And, the close relationship that has held societies together throughout history, that between grandparent and grandchild, will be renewed.

Our parents could afford the independence of living separately. “I will not be a burden to my kids” has been their mantra. Our baby boom generation will not be able to afford the apparent luxury of such independent living. And, perhaps it’s really not a luxury at all. As we adapt to the new cultural realities, perhaps we’ll actually be happier with our rediscovered freedom to live together again.

In the following pages, we describe what many Americans with foresight are already doing to bring their families back together again. The bricks of our story are the words of the more than one hundred Americans Sharon interviewed who are now building multigenerational households. To protect their privacy we have disguised the names and locations of the folks interviewed. But, we have remained faithful to the content and context of their comments. These Americans are from all over the country: east, west, north, and south. They are black and white, wealthy and not. They speak English, Spanish, or Chinese as their first language. They work as manicurists and writers, Realtors and finance professors. The youngest is 9 and the oldest is 97.

They give sage advice:

Helen (a Realtor in her 60s): When I work with people that are in their late 60s and early 70s, I try to help them see that they are going to be happier if they can move to their final home while in that age bracket. . . . They are not selling their house when they are under pressure for medical reasons or when they are not making good decisions. They don’t have to make quick choices about the things that they have loved for so many years, valuable and sentimental things. Also it helps because folks are more adaptable moving into a new situation and developing new friendships when they are in their early 70s. The longer you wait after 75, the harder it gets. I have seen people in their 80s, they just can’t do it. . . . That is why I have explored all these options for myself, so I can make my own choices.

And they bring tears to our eyes:

Sarah (a 17-year-old, talks about having Granddad across the way): I took a class sophomore year about American history. I fell in love with it. I remember in my junior year, I was studying fascism and communism for an exam, and Granddad helped me. He launched into a twenty-minute explanation of world history, just clarified a bunch of things, and it was one of those [times] . . . you know, I’ll remember in twenty years. When I’m getting married, I’ll have a funny story to tell about how my grandpa was helping me out with a test when I was 16. . . . It’s like having your encyclopedia right across the road, across the grass.

Sarah added in her college application essay, “[I]t is listening to your grandfather quote the page you just read in Macbeth last night word for word or that afternoon that you spent playing double solitaire with your grandmother as you watch an AMC movie. It is through such life experiences that I begin to realize that because of my past, I am ready for whatever the future has to bring.”

The mortar of our story is our observations about and analyses of this growing trend in America. Three generations living together is on the increase, according not only to the Wall Street Journal but also the most recent U.S. census.4 Our goal is to help push this healthy trend along and to help ease the transition from a culture of independent retirement to one of interdependence. We are convinced the latter will be better for all.



PART

I

The Benefits




CHAPTER

1

Why Living Together Again Makes Sense

Never before have so many people lived so far away from the old people they love. And never before have old people lived to be so old.

—MARY PIPHER

AS WE ALL ENTER the new millennium, the dramatic societal shifts going on in America are pretty easy to discern. The politicians and pundits remind us almost daily. The dramatic rise in life expectancy, the growing cost of elder care, the increasing need for child care, the frustrating lack of affordable housing, and the new disconnectedness are all producing unfamiliar challenges for families across America. But, while the problems are easy to see, the solutions are not. The solutions we’re advocating here require us to actually look back in time at how families used to live together. And, fortunately, we also have some pioneer stories to share about how many American families are now taking more creative approaches to living arrangements that allow togetherness and privacy at the same time.

A Brief History of Living Together

We’re trying to make this book a multimedia experience for you. We’ve already sent you on an excursion to your best and nearest nursing home. After that tough trip we owe you a little fun. Now your assignment is to rent at your local Blockbuster or order from Netflix The Gods Must Be Crazy. It’s appropriate for the whole family, it is hilarious, and actually it’s about the whole family. That is, part of it shows how competition and cooperation are managed among a large extended family of Kalahari Bushmen in South Africa. While the film is a clever comedy, like the Marx brothers comedies our brother Steve enjoyed so much, its insights into human behavior and communication are deep. SO PUT THE BOOK DOWN AND WATCH THE FILM.

Now back to the book. Up until the 1950s in this country, and pretty much all around the rest of the world through today, three (sometimes even four) generations live(d) together in multigenerational families. In prehistoric times these family groupings included all the living descendants in either the male or female line. Each family was practically self-sufficient with men providing the food, and women taking care of household duties, children, and elderly parents. The whole family had to cooperate in order to survive. Eventually, families organized themselves into clans consisting of several extended families to share certain ceremonies and traditions. Later these groupings evolved into cooperative tribes for protection. Still later, people began depending on local, state, and national governments for protection, and on persons outside the family for food and education.1

The Industrial Revolution caused significant changes in family life. People moved from farms to cities where new factories were being built. In the cities, people no longer worked together in extended family units. Men were required to travel to and from their jobs and had less time to spend with their families. New kinds of jobs called for specific skills. This meant that workers frequently moved away from their local communities and kinship groupings to live near their places of employment. Joint families began to dissipate in favor of nuclear families consisting of married couples and their children. Women still stayed at home to raise the children. However, with the new mobility, multigenerational households began to decline, along with the expectation that children cared for elderly parents in their own homes. Subsequently, assisted living and skilled nursing facilities came into existence as new living arrangements to serve the needs of the infirm elderly.

Housing evolved into single-family structures to accommodate the new and independent family unit. This tradition of single-family dwellings accelerated in the United States after the end of World War II. Since then, America’s residential landscape has shifted from city or small-town to suburban living. General prosperity, cheap farmland rendered from new agricultural technologies, easier building techniques, and access to automobiles have all combined to initiate the development of suburban tracts of single-family homes for nuclear families. Americans value these homes for the space, security, status, and privacy they provide.2 The single-family suburban home worked for a time, while mothers stayed at home to raise children and life spans were shorter. However, with the advent of medical technology and extended life expectancy, and with both parents working, the single-family home for nuclear families is no longer meeting the needs of our changing population.

Despite BOTOX and Such, Yes, We Are Getting Older

People in the United States are living longer these days than ever before. According to data from the Department of Health and Human Services, average life expectancy is now 78 years. We do better than the Brits (77), the Brazilians (69), the Chinese (71), and the Russians (66). We’re about the same as the Germans (78), but both the French (79) and the Japanese (81) are longer lived than average Americans. Perhaps it’s the fish and wine?

The longevity figures are even higher for those who attain the age of 65. In 2000, American men reaching age 65 had an average life expectancy of an additional 16.3 years or living to age 81.3, while women could expect 19.2 more years or living to age 84.2. Medical technology to both prevent and combat disease, along with general knowledge about sanitation, diet, and exercise combine to extend life spans in the twenty-first century.3

Having found these data we thought it might be fun for you to look up how many years you have left, theoretically, that is. So, we provide table 1.1, the “Life Table,” for your inspection and interest. These data are a little different than the more common “life expectancy” numbers reported above because the latter do not take into account your current age and the overall health of your age cohort. So, if you’re 55 now and you’re male, you have about 23.8 years to go, assuming average health and average luck.

America’s elderly population is now growing at a moderate rate. But soon into this century, the rate will accelerate. In fact, by 2050, there could be more people who are elderly (65 or over) than young (14 or younger). According to U.S. Bureau of the Census projections, the elderly population will double between now and the year 2050, to close to seventy-nine million. By then, as many as one in five Americans or 20 percent of the population could be elderly—see table 1.2.

Table 1.1. Life Table: How Much You Have Left (find your age and look to the right)

[image: images]

Table 1.2. The Elderly Population of the United States (in millions)*





	Year
	Population



	1960
	16.6



	1970
	20.0



	1980
	25.6



	1990
	31.1



	2000
	34.7



	2010
	39.4



	2020
	53.2



	2030
	69.4



	2040
	75.2



	2050
	78.9




Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census.

*Age 65 or older.

Caring for the Elderly

The rapid increase in the number of elderly people (65 years and older) combined with decreases in financial support for human and health services is already leading to dilemmas and even disasters for some American families regarding care for seniors in the clan. Things will only get worse in the coming years. Caring for the “oldest old” (those 85 years and older) is and will be particularly burdensome. This is the fastest growing group of elderly and the group with the greatest need for assistance.

Of the current thirty-five million elderly (65+), more than 40 percent now report some sort of disability.4 You can see the breakdown of these afflictions in table 1.3. For the oldest old (85+), these percentages can be roughly tripled. At 85 virtually all of us can expect to have some sort of disability hampering our activities and requiring some level of assistance—for 45 percent of us it will be some kind of sensory problem (hearing or vision loss, for example), for 85 percent the problem will be physical, and so on. Such projections lead experts such as medical ethicist Daniel Callahan to refer to the fast-approaching “social avalanche” of old age.5

Table 1.3. Disabilities of Elderly (age 65 or older) circa 2000






	
	Percentage



	With any disability
	41.9



	Sensory (vision, hearing, etc.)
	41.2



	Physical
	28.6



	Mental
	10.8



	Self-care
	  9.5



	Going outside the home
	20.4






Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census 2000, Summary File 3, www.census.
gov/hhes/www/disable/disabstat2k/tablel.html.

Of the current 35 million elderly (65+), some 1.5 million need substantial assistance and are living in nursing homes. But, thankfully, the news is not all bad. The most recent studies suggest that during the 1990s, the numbers of folks living in nursing homes hasn’t grown along with the growth in the elderly population. The best guess is that about a half million Americans have dodged the dreary places during the last decade. Three factors seem to account for the decline in the number of seniors living in long-term care facilities:

1. Today’s seniors have taken better care of themselves—less smoking, better diets, and more exercise. These positive steps have at least postponed the kinds of disabilities that require nursing home care.

2. More assisted-living options are open to today’s seniors. Home health care has increased thanks to changes in Medicare and Medicaid services, and the variety of assistance to seniors has burgeoned as well.

3. And, of course, grandparents are moving in with their children and grandchildren, forming in increasing numbers three-generation households. Indeed, the 2000 Census reports that 5.8 million grandparents were living with their grandchildren. By now that number is well over 6 million. And, that leads us to the next topic.6

Who’s Taking Care of the Kids?

Many women, the traditional caregivers, are now working. In fact, 80 percent of married mothers with children are employed outside the home, and women with children under the age of 6 are the fastest-growing part of the female labor pool.7 According to a national telephone survey of more than forty-four thousand working parents conducted by the Urban Institute, one in five children ages 6 to 12 are regularly left without adult supervision after school and before their parents come home from work. Moreover, “older children are more likely to spend their after-school hours home alone rather than in day care, activities at school, or with a relative or babysitter.”8 These demographics not only have implications for who will be available to care for the elderly, but also emphasize the growing need in America for child care.


Markets Go Up, Markets Go Down—Still We Lack Affordable Housing

The panic started in July of 2003. That is, emotion began to drive major investment decisions. Interest rates finally began creeping up, halting a three-year decline, and new home buyers attacked the market, believing they couldn’t afford not to buy now. “Next month interest rates will be higher; I’ve got to get in now,” was their rallying cry. Toward the end of 2005, housing prices in America had ballooned to an average price of greater than $275,000. Out in California in many metropolitan areas it was double that. Of course, by winter 2006 housing prices around the country had begun to decline some. As prices declined housing was seemingly becoming “more affordable.” But even at lower prices, nobody could afford them! The economy and housing prices continue to be quite uncertain.

Even before the turn of the millennium, many Americans saw another way to make their real estate more valuable irrespective of the market fluctuations. Houses become more valuable in the most fundamental way if they accommodate more residents. That is, a potential source of more affordable housing is to use the underused space in single-family-home neighborhoods to create accessory apartments and the like. These small dwelling units, also known as in-law units, involve no land acquisition costs and minimal new infrastructure. Estimates are that one-third of American homes can accommodate such flexible options.9 Homebuilders also recognized and acted on this opportunity circa 2000 when they began adding “nanny flats” to high-end homes in new developments all over the country.

For the past twenty years, housing advocates have been promoting accessory apartments because of their potential benefits to individual homeowners and their municipalities. Accessory apartments are believed to offer homeowners a good investment with a healthy rate of return; furnish housing for family members, including elderly parents and adult children; improve security in the home; and make better use of existing space.10

For communities, accessory apartments hold many benefits. They are inexpensive to produce and therefore more affordable. They also use existing infrastructure and better fit today’s smaller families. And, they generate additional property tax revenues for cities. These units have the flexibility to provide both needed rental housing, especially in today’s tight housing markets, as well as multigenerational housing.


Getting Reconnected

The hope was that information technology would provide new ways of being together. Certainly teenagers circa 2007 were using instant messaging (IM, IMail, or increasingly AIM—the latter is short for “AOL Instant Messaging”) in new ways, disrupting classrooms and providing another new medium for which innovation-lagging adults would have to establish new rules.11 Relatedly, both of us had some years ago been half of navy marriages that involved little contact with our spouses for months at a time. But nowadays e-mail allows those serving at sea to participate at home to a significantly greater degree. And who can predict how the next “broadening of the band” will affect societal and familial connectedness.

The problem is that no matter how broad the bandwidth, we still miss the humanness of being together. The hugs and kisses, the warmth of sitting next to someone on a couch, the safeness of sleeping in the same house, the aroma of baking cookies, none of these can be shared electronically. Indeed, some are arguing that the technological changes, particularly the new media, are actually exacerbating the disconnectedness in American society.

Phyllis Gilly, Johns mother-in-law, tells the story of how air-conditioning changed the way neighborhoods worked in suburban Dallas. Before AC, on hot summer days, the moms sat outside on front porches, gossiped, and watched the kids playing ball in the street and so on. But in the 1960s, air-conditioning moved everyone inside. A generation ago television was the thief of family time, now the personal computer and Internet make even greater demands on younger people’s attention. Indeed, the continuing explosion of media choice is fast dividing twenty-first-century households into one-screen-per-person units.

We Americans suffer these afflictions worse than any others around the world. Robert Putnam, in his important book Bowling Alone, notices:

Compared with the citizens of most other countries, Americans have always lived a nomadic existence. Nearly one in five of us move each year and, having done so, are likely to pick up and move again. As a result, compared to other peoples, Americans have become accustomed to pitching camp quickly and making friends easily. From our frontier and immigrant past we have learned to plunge into new community institutions when we move.12

Putnam goes on to explain that the mobility of Americans has actually declined from the 1950s to the 1990s, even if just a little. But, we remain the world champions of mobility and therefore familial disconnectedness.


A Pleasant Reality

So far this chapter has mostly been about unpleasant realities. We’ve written about depressing developments, from disabilities to disconnectedness to debts and death. We do hope you managed to bring a little levity into the discourse with The Gods Must Be Crazy. And, of course, our brother Steve’s good humor helped. But, overall, our wake-up call so far has been more a dirge than dance. So, we want to end this chapter with a happy story about three generations of Americans living together. We do recognize that living with kids, parents, and grandparents all in one house isn’t exactly Mary Poppins. But, the approach we advocate in this book not only can work, IT IS WORKING!

Our story starts with a two-word question: “A toaster?” Now we all know that whenever a male is involved in gift giving, things don’t always go as planned. So when Madeline opened her Christmas present from her son, Jim, his wife, Christine, and their daughter, Katie, the meaning didn’t sink in right away. Madeline was wondering why the family was buying another toaster? All four of them had been living together now for three years, and their toaster always worked just fine. Madeline’s wrinkled brow betrayed her befuddlement.

Christine noticed first and urged her to open “part II” of the package. Then everything became clear. Inside part II were the blueprints of Madeline’s cottage, to be built on the property in the spring. They had all met with builders and looked at different kinds of apartments to get ideas in the weeks before. And Madeline would need a toaster in her new house across the yard, after all it would have a kitchen of its own. Now we’ll let the family members tell the rest of the story in their own words:

Madeline (the grandmother): Jim and Christine moved here in July three years ago and I came out a month later. We had long, long conversations before I came out here. I was living in Florida alone and working. I was then 72 years old. They were coming to a strange place. Christine traveled a lot in her work, Jim some. In California they had had excellent day-care facilities for Katie.

Katie was starting first grade. So they discussed with me the cost of me coming out to live with them, hoping that it would be a win-win situation for everybody. So that Katie would have a constant in her life. And they were busy with work and it would be the same person there when she got home from school every day. It would relieve me from having to work—I had injured my back at that time. So it was a big decision for everybody. The key for me is that I was invited. At that time I felt like I was in a position where I could give back something and that I was still able to help. So I did live in the house with them for three years, until I moved into my own house.

Christine (Jim’s wife): That was kind of the plan all along. We tried to recover financially from the move from California first. We had talked about building a place for Madeline on the property. But, we didn’t want to commit to her, to get her hopes up—in case financially we couldn’t. That’s why we wanted that acreage so that we would have room to expand.

Jim: When we looked for the house we looked for a one-story house that had a master suite on one side and bedrooms on the other. That way there would be enough room for it to be comfortable for people. You know in case someone had to move in with us, like my mother or my dad or her parents, we wanted to provide a facility without having to go up and down stairs. Also, we knew at some point we were going to have to either provide more financial help for my mom or bring her to live with us. It worked for her to come live with us and help with Katie. We were already paying the house payment and utilities, so it wasn’t a big issue compared to getting extra help for us from someone else. It allows Christine and me both to work and keep our lifestyle.

Christine: We talked to a lot of people about the idea ahead of time. I think everybody thought we were nuts. Nobody supported us in our decision.

Madeline: I didn’t either. Well, you can’t really live together in a house, you know, especially three generations.

Christine: I want to say we do better in separate houses. But, I think regardless of the input either Jim or I got, we still felt it would be a good win-win situation. I mean I don’t know if that would work for every family. Not every daughter-in-law and mother-in-law could do it.

Sharon: Had you heard of others, your parents, participating in similar living arrangements?

Madeline: My grandmother lived with us—same house, the last couple of years before she died. Then later on my grandfather lived with us for a couple of years. They both lived a long time. My grandfather was 93 when he died. My grandmother was a very important part of my life.

Christine: We have ground rules. We have two. We talked about one—Madeline was a smoker and both Katie and I are both very allergic to smoke. So that was my biggest issue. She went outside to smoke. That was fine with her. That was a make-or-break deal for me. The other ground rule was that when Jim’s dad visited we would have to do something different.

Jim: My mom and dad are divorced. So when my dad would come to visit, my mom would leave so we didn’t have them both in the same household.

Madeline: I’ve been divorced for several years now. But, my former husband has a live-in companion. When I was living in the house with the kids, if he and his companion came for a visit, I left. I either went down to San Diego to visit my son or back to Florida to visit my relatives. He and I had discussed that before I moved in with the kids. That’s how we worked things out.

Christine: It sounds like a piddling thing, but we did not want to cut Jim’s dad out of our life and make this uncomfortable for anyone. I am somebody who tries to anticipate conflicts and get them resolved before things happen.

Madeline: It never was a conflict.

Sharon: Anything else? For example, do you have a call-first rule? If you want to come see the family, or you want to go see her, do you call her first? Or do you just go and knock on the door?

Christine: Oh, now that she is in her own house, I always call first—maybe 99.9 percent of the time. We never talked about it, it just sort of happened.

Jim: With all the moving, we did have to figure out what furniture to keep. When Mom came we had to figure where to put it and where to keep it.

Madeline: Their house is large enough that when I moved in with them, I had my bedroom, bath, and a sitting room. So you know I was able to bring with me the important pieces and be surrounded with my things. I’m not really big about being attached to things. But, certain things, yes. I had my old things and that worked out.

Jim: Also, she was allowed to pick out all the colors and all the carpet for the new cottage we built. The only things that we picked were the cabinets that would stay in the cottage.

Christine: We picked the permanent fixtures that will be there forever, because eventually that will probably be our office. And then anything else, such as paint, wallpaper, or flooring, Madeline picked all that out.

Madeline: It is 800 square feet. The building, the design of it, I like every single bit of it.

Christine: It has one bedroom, a living room, a kitchen, a bath, a lovely roof, and a very large closet off the bedroom which is almost big enough to fit a bed. It also has a covered patio. The cottage is absolutely lovely.

Sharon: How do you handle expenses such as taxes, utilities, phone, that kind of thing?

Jim: The things we pay for are the utilities, because they are tied into our account and the water is off our main meter. And, we pay the mortgage, insurance, and property taxes.

Madeline: Yes, they do. I pay for my phone bill.

Sharon: What do you like about your housing situation?

Madeline: Well, I finally have my privacy. Before coming here, I had lived alone for so many years and gotten used to that. I don’t think we ever had any issues while I lived with them. But when they had guests over, I was always concerned about how visible I should be. I didn’t want to act like I was ignoring their guests, especially if it’s people that I knew. But on the other hand, I didn’t want to be in the middle of their conversations. So this way I think we each have been able to enjoy our guests more. I also enjoy the fact that they are so close. Katie can run back and forth across the yard, come over and visit me, and tell me what happened that day at school. The dog, we also share the dog.

Jim: The dog stays between both houses. So she can watch it too.

Madeline: The dog spends the weekends with me when they’re away. I take care of the dog and the dog takes care of me. It’s the best of both worlds. I mean they are right there if I need anything, should I need them.

In February I started walking into the walls, so I went to the doctor and he said I had an ear infection. Then they started testing me and figured out that it was a brain tumor. I had surgery last April and the tumor was benign. But, I stayed with them for six weeks before moving back into my own house.

Sharon: Is there anything that you dislike about your current housing arrangement?

Christine: I don’t think so. I think what we have now is perfect.

Jim: Actually it has worked out very well for all of us. It took a lot of planning and thinking about what we were going to do. At one point, we went out and looked for a small single-family home to buy for my mom. We looked everywhere and the closest thing we could find in our price range was probably six or seven miles away. We thought that’s not convenient, if our daughter is coming home and neither one of us is here. We looked at apartments, but apartments were too expensive. We were trying to find a way to give her private space and keep her close enough. The cottage in back ended up being the most affordable.

The best solution for us was to build on the property, and it was much cheaper than any of the other options. A rented apartment would have just been throwing money away. Whereas, with the improvement to our property, the appraisal value is now double what we paid for the house three years ago. It made the most sense financially and she doesn’t have to drive to come see us. She can walk across the yard. It all worked out for the best. We’ve given her her own space and privacy. We enjoy our privacy and still have a family between us.

Christine: It is important to me for Katie to have easy access to Madeline because she is the only grandparent that lives anywhere close. I want their relationship to grow and develop. The mail sits on our counter until Katie comes home from school every day. I have Katie take it out to Madeline, so that they can visit with each other, even if it is only a two-minute exchange. Madeline does a lot of cooking. She can tell her stories that I don’t know. Our perspective is that it has been great to give Katie that other generation’s sense of family. I think looking down the road twenty years, eventually Madeline’s health won’t be as good. It will be a lot easier to have her just out back, than to drive ten miles up the road to take out the trash or bring her dinner. It is perfect.

Sharon: Would you recommend your living arrangement to others? Why or why not?

Jim: In these poor economic times, with the cost of housing, I honestly see more and more of it happening. I’ve had other people at work ask me about the property. Other people in town have said the same thing: “Can I come take a look and see how you did it?” We’ve been really open to anyone who has thought about doing this. We share what we went through and what we thought about to try to make it easier for them. Then, maybe they don’t have to go through the struggles or make a mistake, financially or emotionally. I think the key thing to this is you give the women in the family some privacy. There can be two or three days that we might not see her. We don’t see each other every day, but we are only 75 feet apart.

Madeline: I am a very fortunate person; I have a beautiful home. I don’t know if that would work in every family.

Christine: I think one important thing is that Madeline was able to move out here and get acclimated to the area while she was still able to drive and have the opportunity to meet people and get involved in church. I think it’s better to relocate before someone is disabled and can’t get out. Do it before it becomes a necessity. If you can swing doing the granny flat or cottage, I think that is a better alternative than a plain house miles away.

Jim: The thing for us is that we already had the property, so it is not like we were going out and buying a second piece of property. We were just doing home improvements. So you know 30 or 40 percent of the cost of buying a house is the land and the rest of it is the building. If you can eliminate that it becomes a more viable option.

Christine: I don’t look at it so much from the cost perspective. I know that Madeline gave up a lot when she moved here with us. When I took her to the grocery store for the first time to stock her kitchen, she bought things that she had never bought in three years. Yes, she did all the grocery shopping in our house. We’d leave her the money, and she’d go do it. I just assumed she was buying what she would like for herself, too. I think having two kitchens and two refrigerators allows you more freedom to buy what you want. Madeline is so considerate with not wanting to impose anything on anyone. I think she gave up a lot of herself that we didn’t even realize, until she was out on her own.

Conclusions

So, Madeline has dodged the nursing home. You and/or your parents can too. Indeed, as we have crisscrossed the country we have found other pleasant realities about how families are moving in together again. Certainly aspects of Madeline, Christine, and Jim’s story are unique. For example, an acre of land in their Oregon town is much more affordable than in suburban areas in California or Connecticut. But, we have consistently found folks that have similarly seen the substantial advantages, both financial and psychological, of living together again in more flexible housing arrangements. And, there are important lessons embedded in their comments about how things work. For example, Katie taking the mail to her grandmother every day accomplishes a number of good things for the family.

In the chapters to follow we describe in some detail how others are adapting to their own special circumstances and how creative ideas make things work better for all. We hope you’ll find your own family somewhere in these pages. Our goal is to help you see new ways to best manage the financial, health-care, and child-care challenges that face us all in the next twenty years.



CHAPTER

2

Stories about Caregiving Benefits for the Young and Old

Only a life lived for others is a life worthwhile.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN

WITH EXTENDED FAMILIES so geographically spread out, and with so many situations where both parents work, who is raising the children and caring for the elderly? Today, child and elder care are frequently neglected. One way to meet both needs is for families to return to pre–World War II living styles where extended families lived in close proximity to one another. Grandparents could help raise their grandchildren. Then, later in life, they would be nearby to receive help with their own care, if needed.

Grandparents Help Out

One southern California woman has done just that. Susan is divorced and lives in a small residential community. She currently teaches part-time at a university. Several years ago, she came up with a rather novel way to age-in-place with a multigenerational living arrangement that utilizes a detached cottage on the same property as her house. Initially, she allowed her daughter and son-in-law to live in the unit, while they both worked on their graduate degrees. After they were finished with their degrees, they found local housing to be prohibitively expensive. So Susan agreed to continue to allow them the use of the cottage, while they established their careers. A few years later they started their family. At that point, Susan decided she didn’t need to live in the big house anymore. It was more space than she needed and she was tired of taking care of it. So she offered the house to her daughter, son-in-law, and grandchild.

Susan subsequently had the cottage remodeled, adding a sunroom, and moved in there herself. She says there is adequate space for her in the smaller place. She is pleased to keep her garden and doesn’t have to deal with maintaining the larger house. Her daughter and son-in-law do that. She helps them by babysitting the (now three) grandchildren one-and-a-half days a week. Here’s what she said about that child care arrangement:

Susan: My daughter and I kind of made this deal. I taught on Monday and Wednesday and Friday mornings. So she ended up with a part-time job on Tuesday and Thursday and Friday afternoon. My daughter asked if I could take care of the children on the days that she works. That was the deal we made before the eldest boy was born.

Sharon: You babysit, then, two-and-a-half days a week?

Susan: No, we ended up deciding that I should have a day off on Thursday. It turns out that when my neighbor next-door died, her son and his wife moved into her house, and now they run a playschool there. On Thursday morning, I simply walk the twins over at 8:30. They are not picked up again until 4:30. I play golf and do other things on that day.

Sharon: So you’re still babysitting one-and-a-half days a week?

Susan: Yes. It’s wonderful being able to do that. Also, if I had to drive somewhere else to take care of the children, that would be quite a hardship. I have a friend who has to drive over an hour to babysit her grandson. She doesn’t like to come back here the same day, because the traffic is terrible. So, to help out, it means at least one overnight stay for her, in a place that’s not her own.

Sharon: If you want to take a vacation, how do you manage child care for the grandchildren?

Susan: Well, I just let my daughter know in advance, and she works it out. Sometimes she just takes off the days that she would usually be working. The oldest is now in school until 2:30. What she’s done more recently, now that the twins are older, is send them to preschool on Tuesdays and Thursdays. By the way, the preschool will pick them up. I’d never even heard of that before. Apparently it’s become more common, because so many mothers are working. That’s an enormous convenience for everyone.

Certainly, Susan’s grandchildren have the benefit of daily interaction with their grandmother, and, of course, the parents have a built-in babysitter. Later in life, she will be in close proximity to receive help with her own care, should she need it. In fact, she already has. Here are her comments about her recent hip surgery:

Susan: One other thing I thought of as a benefit to the housing arrangement is them taking care of me, when I’m hospitalized. Of course, just having had hip replacement surgery, I am very aware of that. I just got out of the hospital five weeks ago. I needed a lot of care, and they saw to it that I got to and from the hospital. That would have been very hard to do, if I lived alone. In fact, the hospital would not have let me come home, if there had not been someone there to help me out. Because they live right here with me, they didn’t have to drive a long way or fly out from somewhere to help me out.

Close proximity also allows our sister, Mary Ellen, to help out with her grandchildren. Not long ago, Mary Ellen moved to Texas to a small house just blocks away from her daughter, son-in-law, and two granddaughters. Because she lives nearby, she is able to help out in a number of ways. Mary Ellen is single, an artist, and has a flexible work schedule. Not only does she frequently pick them up after school, but she also assists them with homework. Recently, she told us about a science project that she worked on with her granddaughter, Danielle (age 11).

Mary Ellen: Danielle’s parents were out of town, and I was babysitting. The project involved comparing the evaporation rates of both clear and colored water over a seventy-two-hour period. The assignment was to determine if one would evaporate faster than the other. Initially, we labeled six glass jars that were the same size and filled three with clear water and the other three with colored water. We placed one pair outdoors, one pair in the kitchen, and one pair in the bathroom. Then, every twelve hours we measured with a ruler how much the liquids had evaporated. I helped Danielle design charts and graphs for the project. We determined that, in fact, the evaporation rates are the same for both clear and colored water. She got an A on the project!

Mary Ellen will often use the computer to go online with the girls to assist them with their homework. Also, she helps Michelle (age 6) with spelling and told us that awhile ago she taught her how to play gin rummy and dominoes.

Mary Ellen: I think both dominoes and gin rummy are great games for helping Michelle learn her numbers, especially since I allow her to keep score for both of us. She is so good with numbers. My only frustration is that she consistently beats me!

Surely, Mary Ellen can feel better when she puts her great artistic talent to work with them. She enjoys giving art lessons to Danielle, Michelle, and their friends. They’ve done a number of T-shirt projects together to commemorate various holidays. In turn, Mary Ellen talks about how Danielle has helped her in her professional life.

Mary Ellen: When I have a painting that needs to be framed, I often take Danielle with me to the frame shop. In teaching her how to do framing, she actually helps me pick and choose the large frames for my paintings. Now, we’re talking about hundreds of dollars worth of stuff. She is very good at making the right selections. Where else could she learn about these materials? Certainly public schools don’t do this, especially with all of the cutbacks in the arts programs. Yesterday, I had to go to the framers by myself, since Danielle was away at camp. I really missed her good advice.

Speaking of artwork, we all love Mary Ellen’s paintings of our brother Steve’s pet rabbits. Several years ago, she saw a family photo of Steve as a boy with his rabbits in a box. It inspired her to use it as a theme for a painting (see figure 2.1). We also like the painting because it captures the theme of our book. You can see the three generations of rabbits living together with both the proximity and privacy that we recommend!

Additionally, Mary Ellen babysits the girls, when their parents go on business trips or vacations by themselves. She also watches their dog for them, if they all go away. One of her favorite activities with the girls is teaching them how to prepare food. Recently, she showed Danielle how to make her own tuna sandwich with pickles and mayonnaise. She also has introduced the electric mixer to them, while making walnut pancakes. Her daughter has said to her, “Mom, you’re out there building memories with the girls.” Indeed, she is.
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