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AGING ISSUES

Boomers Get Caught in Parent Trap
Y

ou hit your favorite Starbucks on
the way to work and overhear a
couple of boomer-age women

talking about parenting issues. But in-
stead of complaining about their own
children, they are talking about their
senior parents, who are treating these
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fiftysomethings as if
they are still children
themselves.

It’s a scene played
out in far too many
homes — and coffee
shops. Sure, millions
of boomers today find
themselves in their
50s and 60s becoming
“empty nesters,” with

the children leaving for college and be-
yond. But many are also in a “parent
trap” with their elderly parents — that
is, still trapped in a parent-child rela-
tionship.

And that relationship means sitting
down with those parents to talk about
difficult aging issues. It’s enough to
make a boomer speechless.

It is already hard for a 53-year-old
daughter to talk to her 82-year-old fa-
ther about taking away his car keys
after he drives through a stop sign or
hits the mailbox. And how should
brothers and sisters broach the topic of
in-home help to parents who are not
managing on their own very well? How
can you ask your parents about their
wills, insurance policies, or long-term

care insurance and not sound like
you’re measuring them for an inheri-
tance? Even in families with open lines
of communications, these issues can be
challenging. Most of the time, the easi-
est thing to do is to not talk at all.

That is, until a crisis occurs.

WE KNOW boomers can and do
take control when Mom falls and
breaks a hip, or Dad needs knee sur-
gery. Discussions at those times about
roles, though, are fraught with emo-
tions and feelings on both sides — par-
ents and adult children. In reality,
when a crisis hits is probably the worst
time to have “the talk.” Oftentimes, the
adult child starts to treat the senior
parent as a child. Not generally a good
thing to do.

It could be worse if the crisis results
in an aging parent who can no longer
communicate. Finding the long-term
care policy then could prove impossi-
ble.

I only recently got smart about this
when my brothers and sister and I
went through a 22-month losing battle
with my mother and cancer. In fact,
half the boomers at our firm are dealing
with aging parents and the parent/child
role. Plus, we hear stories from boom-
ers across the country who are still
struggling with it. The goal isn’t to re-
verse roles, but to realign them and
treat each other as adults. It is defi-
nitely a new phase for boomers, one

they didn’t think they’d have to go
through after age 50.

The numbers, according to the Cen-
sus Bureau, are surprising. In 1970,
only 13 percent of people 60 years old
still had a parent alive. In 2006, that
figure was 49 percent. With modern
medical miracles occurring daily, we
expect that percentage will continue to
increase. Which means adult boomer
children with still-living parents need
to find a way past the parent trap
sooner rather than later.

ONE COMPANY that also recently
got smarter about this issue is the larg-
est organization in non-medical in-
home care services, Home Instead Sen-
ior Care. Based in Omaha, it operates
through franchises in markets across
the United States, Canada, Europe, and
Asia. A year ago it conducted a re-
search study among boomers who are
the adult children of aging seniors. The
organization asked us to dig through
the results to see if we could find any-
thing that made it easier for these
boomers to talk with their parents
about aging issues.

We discovered that nearly one-third
of boomer adults in the U.S. have a ma-

jor communication obstacle with their
parents that is rooted in the continua-
tion of the parent-child role. Many sen-
iors may still be dealing with their
grown sons or daughters as if they’re
children rather than adults, making
these conversations particularly diffi-
cult, if not completely unproductive.

Rather than waiting for a crisis in or-
der to obtain permission to clear the
parent/child hurdle, we suggested
Home Instead educate adult boomers
on how to move beyond it.

Last week it launched the “40-70
Rule” and a new Web site,
4070talk.com. It is an information-

packed program designed to help adult
children and their aging parents deal
with those sensitive topics that often
make conversations difficult. The idea
is simple: If you’re 40, or your parents
are 70, it’s time to start talking — at
least about certain senior topics. It uses
age milestones as the permission slip,
averting any crisis-based discussions
and decisions.

For those boomers still in the parent
trap, it’s one program we think people
will talk about.
• Matt Thornhill is the founder and president of the
Boomer Project, and co-author of Boomer
Consumer.
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A series on boomer-related issues.
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GOP DIVERSITY PRIMARY CONSIDERATIONS

Conservatives Learn
An Unexpected Lesson

Recent Shake-Ups and Shakeouts
WASHINGTON

N
evada’s caucuses turned a sim-
mering subtext of the Demo-
cratic presidential nomination

contest into a dominant narrative.
South Carolina winnowed out a Re-
publican candidate, whether Mike
Huckabee knows it or not, and the
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candidate who
counted on being
winnowed in there,
Fred Thompson,
wasn’t.

Speaking in the
sunshine after her
Nevada victory, Hill-
ary Clinton said
there were many
people to thank but

mentioned only one: Antonio Villa-
raigosa, Los Angeles’ Hispanic mayor.
Her 64 percent of Nevada’s Hispanic
vote produced her victory. Although
the culinary workers union had en-
dorsed Barack Obama, many of its
workers are Hispanic and went their
own way.

The 22 Democratic primaries and
caucuses of Feb. 5 occur in many
states with huge Hispanic populations
(e.g., California, New York, New Jer-
sey, Obama’s Illinois), so for Obama’s
campaign, the suddenly pressing ques-
tion is: Will America’s largest minor-
ity, Hispanics, support a candidate
from the second-largest minority, Afri-
can-Americans?

Also, Obama seems flummoxed by
the Clintons’ Clintonness. When he
committed the gaffe (defined as the ut-
terance of a truth in conditions inhos-
pitable to that fugitive virtue) of say-
ing that for many years the Republi-
cans were “the party of ideas,” he was
merely repeating something said dec-
ades ago by an exemplary Democrat,
the senator whose seat Clinton fills —
well, occupies: Pat Moynihan.

CLINTON PROMPTLY resorted
to the sort of bilge that the adjective
“Clintonian” was created to denote.
She said she did not think privatizing
Social Security was “a better idea.” As
a fellow so usefully said in Charles
Dickens’ The Pickwick Papers, “That

’ere song’s political; and, wot’s much
the same, that it ain’t true.” Obama
had of course said nothing about con-
servative ideas being “better.”

One of the Obama campaign’s sen-
ior leaders, who must have dozed
through the 1990s, has expressed as-
tonishment at the Clintons’ intellec-
tual sociopathy, as when they auda-
ciously charge that Obama is a tepid
defender of abortion rights. Their evi-
dence is that on an abortion-related
vote in the Illinois legislature, he
voted “present.” The Clintons cer-
tainly know, and
just as certainly do
not care, that Oba-
ma’s vote was tacti-
cal, cast for proce-
dural reasons at the
behest of abortion-
rights leaders in Il-
linois.

A populist to
whom the people
are indifferent is a
melancholy specta-
cle, and John Ed-
wards won just 4
percent in Nevada,
where his courtship
of unions was sup-
posed to elevate him to the top of the
class struggle’s barricades. He has
competed in three states (Iowa, New
Hampshire, and Nevada) and lost
them by increasing margins. Someone
should tell him the joke that another
populist, William Jennings Bryan, told
on himself after losing three presiden-
tial elections (1896, 1900, and 1908)
as the Democrats’ nominee:

A man tried three times to enter a
saloon and three times was tossed out.
After the third time he dusted himself
off and said, “I’m beginning to think
those fellows don’t want me in there.”

EDWARDS, WHO probably will
finish a distant third in South Carolina
this Saturday, where he won in 2004,
soon will run the risk of having the
dreaded S-word affixed to him: Harold
Stassen’s persistence in seeking the

presidency rendered him ridiculous.
Edwards might consider supporting
Obama, who Edwards has identified
as a candidate of “change,” against
Clinton, who Edwards says is a candi-
date of “the status quo.” Edwards’ de-
parture from the contest could, how-
ever, serve Clinton by freeing up some
white male voters who might then
support her.

Thompson has left the race and
now can continue to support John
McCain. In New Hampshire, Thomp-
son attacked McCain’s principal prob-

lem there, Mitt Rom-
ney. In South Caro-
lina, Thompson’s at-
tack on Huckabee as
a “liberal” might have
provided McCain’s
margin of victory.

Huckabee is a
niche candidate who
has run out of niches.
Perhaps more than
any other two states,
Iowa and South Caro-
lina were suited to
him because of their
large numbers of
evangelical Chris-
tians. But in each he

finished fourth among nonevangelical
participants in the Republican nomi-
nating process. Having no message
that resonates broadly, and little
money with which to broadcast it, he
is in a political cul-de-sac.

So far, Romney has won the most
Republican votes and delegates, but
Rudy Giuliani could bolt to the front
in both categories on Feb. 5. Most of
those contests are open only to Repub-
licans, and based on January’s evi-
dence, that is good for Romney and
ominous for McCain. At the moment,
however, it remains possible, perhaps
even probable, that each party will of-
fer its oldest and most familiar candi-
date, Clinton and McCain, to a nation
clamoring for a rupture with the re-
cent past.
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WASHINGTON

T
he Reagan administration had
its pragmatists and its so-called
ideologues. It had James Baker

as well as Ed Meese.
Reagan carried moderate states

like Connecticut, Wisconsin, and
Washington, as well as conservative
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ones like Wyoming
and South Carolina.

But then a great
tightening occurred.
Conservative institu-
tions and interest
groups proliferated
in Washington. The
definition of who
was a true conserva-
tive narrowed. It be-

came necessary to pass certain purity
tests — on immigration, abortion,
taxes, and Terri Schiavo.

An oppositional mentality set in: If
the liberals worried about global
warming, it was necessary to regard it
as a hoax. If The New York Times edi-
torial page worried about waterboard-
ing, then the code
of conservative cor-
rectness required
one to think it OK.

Apostates and
deviationists were
expelled or found
wanting, and the
boundaries of ac-
ceptable thought
narrowed. Moder-
ate Republicans were expelled for
squishiness. Millions of coastal subur-
banites left the party in disgust.

And still the corset tightened.
Many professional conservatives do
not regard Mike Huckabee or John
McCain as true conservatives.

“I’m here to tell you, if either of
these two guys get the nomination,
it’s going to destroy the Republican
Party,” Rush Limbaugh said recently
on his radio show. “It’s going to
change it forever, be the end of it.”

Some of the contributors to the Na-
tional Review’s highly influential blog,
The Corner, look to Fred Thompson
and Mitt Romney to save the conser-
vative movement. Their hatred of
McCain is so strong, it’s earned its
own name: McCain Derangement
Syndrome.

YET A FUNNY thing has happened
this primary season. Conservative vot-
ers have not followed their conserva-
tive leaders. Conservative voters are
much more diverse than the image
you’d get from conservative offi-
cialdom.

In South Carolina, 34 percent of the
Republican voters called themselves
“very conservative,” but another 34
percent called themselves only “some-
what conservative,” and another 24
percent called themselves “moderate.”
Only 28 percent of the primary voters
there said that abortion should be “al-
ways illegal.” This, I repeat, was in
South Carolina, one of the most right-
wing places in the country.

While various conservative poo-
bahs threaten to move to Idaho if
Huckabee or McCain gets the nomi-
nation, the silent majority of conserva-
tive voters seem to like these candi-
dates. Huckabee has done very well

among evangelical voters while loudly
deviating from conservative economic
orthodoxy. John McCain leads among
Republicans nationally. He has a 71
percent favorable rating and a 23 per-
cent unfavorable rating. He has a 63
percent favorability rating among
Huckabee supporters, 66 percent fa-
vorability among Romney supporters,
and 81 percent favorability among
supporters of Rudy Giuliani. These
are much higher second-choice ratings
than any other candidate.

McCain’s winning coalition in
South Carolina was pretty broad. He
lost among the extremely conserva-
tive but won among the somewhat
conservative and the moderates. He
lost among those who go to church
more than once a week, but won
among weekly churchgoers. He won
among those who strongly support
the Bush administration and among
those who are angry at the Bush ad-
ministration, among those who
strongly support the war and among
those who strongly oppose it. He won

every income group
over $30,000.

Even among peo-
ple who want to de-
port every immi-
grant, McCain lost to
Huckabee only by 34
percent to 26 percent.

THE FACT is, this
has been a bad year

for the conservative establishment.
Fred Thompson was supposed to em-
body the party line, but he fizzled (de-
spite being a good campaigner the
past month). Rudy Giuliani proposes
deep tax cuts that do not seem to ex-
cite. Mitt Romney ran as the move-
ment candidate in Iowa and New
Hampshire and grossly underper-
formed. Now he’s running as a non-
ideological business pragmatist for
the exurban office parks, and his cam-
paign has possibilities.

The lesson is not that the conserva-
tive establishment is headed for the
ash heap. The lesson is that the Re-
publican Party, even in its shrunken
state, is diverse. Regular Republican
voters don’t seem to mind indepen-
dent thinking. There’s room for mod-
erates as well as orthodox conserva-
tives. Limbaugh, Grover Norquist,
and James Dobson have influence, but
they are not arbiters of conservative
doctrine.

In his South Carolina victory
speech, McCain defined a more inclu-
sive conservatism: “We want govern-
ment to do its job, not your job; to do
it better and to do it with less of your
money; to defend our nation’s security
wisely and effectively, because the
cost of our defense is so dear to us; to
respect our values because they are
the true source of our strength; to en-
force the rule of law that is the first de-
fense of freedom; to keep the promises
it makes to us and not make promises
it will not keep.”

And McCain’s success has raised an
astonishing specter: Republicans may
actually have a shot at winning this
year.
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Will America’s
largest minority,

Hispanics,
support a

candidate from
the second-

largest minority,
African-

Americans?

The lesson is that
the Republican

Party, even in its
shrunken state, is

diverse.


