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ABSTRACT

Obijective: to evaluate the relation between stress and optimism of elderlies who are informal caregivers for elderlies and
live with children. Method: cross-sectional study on 50 elderlies who provide care to elderlies, live with children, and are
registered in the primary health care. The interviews occurred in the participant’s residence and we evaluated characteristics
of the care-dependent elderly and of the children, sociodemographic characteristics, stress through the Perceived Stress Scale
and optimism through the Pinto and Pais-Ribeiro Spirituality Scale, in the elderly caregiver. For statistical analysis we used the
Spearman correlation test. Results: the mean level of stress was 23.9 points and of optimism was 3.3 points. Correlation analysis
showed that the higher the level of optimism the significantly lower the level of perceived stress of elderlies who provided care
to elderlies and lived with children. Conclusion: inversely proportional correlation was identified between stress and optimism.
Descriptors: Elderly; Child; Caregivers; Family Relationships; Relationship Between Generations.

RESUMO

Obijetivo: avaliar a relacao entre estresse e otimismo de idosos cuidadores informais de idosos e que residem com criancas.
Método: estudo transversal com 50 idosos cuidadores de idosos que residem com criancgas e sao cadastrados na atencao basica.
As entrevistas ocorreram no domicilio do participante e foram avaliadas caracteristicas do idoso dependente de cuidados e das
criangas, caracteristicas sociodemogréficas, estresse por meio da Escala de Estresse Percebido e o otimismo por meio da Escala
de Espiritualidade de Pinto e Pais-Ribeiro, no idoso cuidador. Para analise estatistica foi utilizado o teste correlacdo de Spearman.
Resultados: o nivel médio de estresse foi de 23,9 pontos e de otimismo foi de 3,3 pontos. A analise de correlacdo mostrou que
quanto maior o nivel de otimismo significativamente menor foi o nivel de estresse percebido dos idosos cuidadores de idosos
que residiam com criancas. Conclusao: foi identificada correlacio inversamente proporcional entre estresse e otimismo.
Descritores: Idoso; Crianca; Cuidadores; Relacdes Familiares; Relacao Entre Geragoes.

RESUMEN
Obijetivo: evaluar la relacion entre estrés y optimismo en ancianos cuidadores informales de otros ancianos que residen
con ninos. Método: estudio transversal con 50 ancianos cuidadores de ancianos que residen con nifos, registrados en
atencién baésica. Entrevistas realizadas en domicilio del participante, evaludndose caracteristicas del anciano dependiente
de cuidados y de los nifios, caracteristicas sociodemograficas, estrés mediante Escala de Estrés Percibido y optimismo
mediante Escala de Espiritualidad de Pinto y Pais-Ribeiro, en el anciano cuidador. Para andlisis estadistico, se utilizo test
de correlacion de Spearman. Resultados: el nivel medio de estrés fue de 23,9 puntos, el de optimismo fue de 3,3 puntos.
El andlisis de correlacion expres6 que cuanto mayor fue el nivel de optimismo, significativamente menor fue el nivel de
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estrés percibido en los ancianos cuidadores de otros ancianos que residen con nifios. Conclusién: se identifico correlacién

inversamente proporcional entre estrés y optimismo.

Descriptores: Anciano; Nino; Cuidadores; Relaciones Familiares; Relaciones Intergeneracionales.
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INTRODUCTION

The formation of new family arrangements has increased as
a result of changes in the social structures and of the growing
number of elderlies in the population. In these new arrange-
ments, it has been observed an increasing prevalence of elder-
lies who carry out the work of informal caregiver (unpaid) for
other more dependent elderlies and at the same time reside
with and aid in the care of grandchildren-2.

This context that has the elderly as protagonist in the in-
tergenerational care may lead this elderly to perform a wide
amount of tasks that require different skills to deal with caring
for child and elderly, since both are in different stages of life
and require different care and stimuli.

Researches that analyze the physical and psychological
health of caregivers of elderly in general, elderly caregivers
of elderly carerecipients®?, and grandparents who care for
grandchildren® note that the stress level is a variable with po-
tential negative effect on health, quality of care, and quality
of intergenerational relationships, a variable that is present in
different contexts of care®®.

Stress can be understood as a response of the body that is
exposed to excessive demands, so its reaction will raise the
stress level, culminating in psychological and biological risks
to health®9.

An American study, which evaluated for eight years the ef-
fects of stress in 375 elderly caregivers and 694 elderly non-
caregivers, found higher level of stress and risk of mortality in
elderly who were caregivers and concluded that the effects
of stress increase the chances of health decline in elderly
caregivers”. Another cross-sectional study carried out with
90 caregivers of seniors with dementia in Colombia assessed
the relation between family dynamics and mental health, in-
dicating that better family dynamics is associated with lower
depression and stress of the caregiver®.

In the literature, intergenerational studies have indicated
that coresidence with elderlies and children is beneficial,
since it approaches generations that are not closely relat-
ed. On the other hand, research notes the high intensity
of the care that elderlies provide to children, which may
lead the elderlies to experience higher levels of overload
and stress® 10,

Although studies show that the level of stress caused by the
demands of the care may interfere negatively with the health,
the care, and the intergenerational relationships, there is few
research that investigates mechanisms of the caregiver’s per-
sonality that can help professionals to develop interventions
that reduce the negative effects of care. Among these mecha-
nisms there is the level of optimism.

Optimism is described as a characteristic of personality ca-
pable of encouraging the person into seeking strategies of ad-
aptation to the context of care™”. Moreover, optimism is linked
to positive aspects that improve the physical and psychologi-
cal health and can aid in managing stressful situations"?.

There is a growing trend towards the elderly taking on the
responsibilities of care in the family, and it is important that
studies investigate the caregivers’ characteristics that can en-
able interventions and programs aimed to mitigate the nega-
tive effects of stress on their health. Therefore, this study
aimed to evaluate the relation between stress and optimism
in elderlies who carry out the work of informal caregivers for
other elderlies and who reside with children.

METHOD

Ethical aspects

This research follows the guidelines of Resolution
466/2012, of the National Council of Health. This study was
approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Univer-
sity. All participants were informed about the purpose of the
research and the informed consent form was presented and
discussed with each participant and after due clarification we
requested them to sign and handed a copy of the document
to each participant.

Study design, location, and period

This is a cross-sectional and quantitative research conducted
in the period from April to November 2014 with elderlies who
provided care for elderlies, lived with children, and were regis-
tered in Family Health Units (FHU) of the city of Sao Carlos-SP.

Population and sample; inclusion criteria and exclusion

criteria

The inclusion criteria established in this study were: being
aged 60 years or over; being registered and reside in one of
the 18 catchment areas of the FHUs; being an informal care-
giver (unpaid) in residence of elderly dependent for one or
more Basic Activity of Daily Living (BADL), evaluated by Katz
index"® and/or Instrumental Activity of Daily Living (IADL)
evaluated by Lawton and Brody Scale™; and residing with at
least one child aged 12 years or less. The exclusion criterion
was: all the elderly of the residence score as independent in
the evaluation of BADLs and IADLs. In order to identify the
population, we requested from the FHUs in the municipality a
list containing name, age, and address of households with two
or more elderlies. A list with a total of 594 residences was pro-
vided. Figure 1 presents the sample selection flowchart based
on the inclusion and exclusion criteria.
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Figure 1 — Sample selection flowchart, Sdo Carlos, Sao Pau-
lo, Brazil, 2014

Study protocol

A team composed of gerontologists, nurses, and undergradu-
ate students of Gerontology was trained by the lead researcher to
manage and apply the instruments. The elderly in the study were
interviewed by two evaluators. The interviews were conducted in
the participant’s residence, in single and individual session with
approximate duration of 1 hour and 30 minutes.

Initially, all elderlies of the residence participated in a pre-as-
sessment to determine their level of independence. Based on the
inclusion and exclusion criteria, the evaluators defined who were
the elderly providing care (more independent) and the elderly re-
ceiving care (more dependent). In residences with more than two
elderlies, all participated in the pre-assessment; however, in this
study we included only the elderly with the highest level of inde-
pendence and the elderly with the highest level of dependence in
the evaluation. After the classification of the elderly caregiver and
of the elderly carerecipient, they were interviewed individually by
independent researchers. Thus, the assessment protocol with the
variables of interest was divided into the order presented below.

Pre-evaluation (applied to all elderlies of the residence) com-
posed of Katz Index — to determine the level of dependence for
the BADLs (independent or dependent for 1-6 activities)"'? — and
Lawton Scale — with seven questions that assess the IADLs. The
total score can range from 7 to 21 points. Score of 7 points indi-
cate total dependence, 8—20 points indicate partial dependence,
and 21 points indicate independence*'?,

Evaluation of the elderly carerecipient: sex (female or male)
and age (60-69, 70-79, 80 years or over).

Evaluation of the elderly caregiver:

Stress and optimism of elderlies who are caregivers for elderlies and live with children

e Characteristics of the sociodemographic, health, and care
profile: sex, age (60-69, 70-79, 80 years or over), marital sta-
tus (married, single, divorced, widowed), educational level
(in years), individual income (BRL), selfreported household
income (BRL), health status (selfreported diseases, regular use
of medications, subjective evaluation of health), degree of
kinship with the elderly carerecipient (spouse, parent, other),
time as caregiver (in years) and the mean number of hours
per day providing care to the dependent elderly, if receives
emotional/affective or financial aid to provide care (yes, no).

e Children’s characteristics: sex, age (in years), degree of
kinship with elderly caregiver (grandfather/grandmother,
great-grandfather/great-grandmother, father/mother, oth-
er), time residing with the elderly (in years), if receives
daily care from the elderly caregiver and hours per day
receiving care from the elderly caregiver.

e Perceived stress: we used the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)
translated and validated for use in the elderly in Brazil"® to
assess how the elderly perceive everyday situations as stress-
ful. The scale has 14 questions, is easy to apply, and the score
can range from 0 to 56 points. The higher the score, the high-
er is the level of stress. This variable was used as continuous.

e Evaluation of optimism: we used the “Hope and Optimism”
domain of the Pinto and Pais-Ribeiro Spirituality Scale (PP-
RSS), translated and adapted to the Brazilian context'”. The
scale is easy to apply and the score for this dimension corre-
sponds to the mean of questions 3, 4, and 5 that are part of
the scale. It can range from 4 to 12 points and the higher the
score the higher the level of agreement with the dimension
evaluated. This variable was used as continuous.

Analysis of results and statistics

The data were entered and validated with double and blind
entry in Epitata 3.1 and exported to Statistical Package for the So-
cial Sciences (SPSS for Windows), version 20.0. For descriptive
analysis of the data, we calculated measures for central position
(mean, median, minimum, and maximum) and dispersion (stan-
dard deviation). Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to analyze
data normality and given the absence of data normality (p=0.00)
we used the Spearman correlation test. Magnitude of correlations
was classified as weak (<0.3), moderate (0.3 to 0.59), strong (0.6
to 0.9), and perfect (1.0)"®. For all statistical tests, the level ad-
opted was 5% (p=<0.05).

RESULTS

Table 1 presents sociodemographic and economic charac-
teristics of the elderly caregivers.

As to the health conditions of the elderly caregivers, the
most reported were hypertension (76.0%; n=38) and back
problems (58.0%; n=29). In relation to the use of medica-
tions, 98.0% (n=49) makes regular use of medication. As to
the subjective evaluation of health, 46% (n=23) of the elderly
caregivers consider the health as regular and the care taken as
good/very good (36%; n=35).

In the evaluation of the context of care provided to the el-
derly, it was found that the most prevalent degree of kinship

Rev Bras Enferm [Internet]. 2017 jul-ago;70(4):697-703. 699



Oliveira NA, et al.

between the elderly caregiver and the elderly carerecipient
was spouse (88.0%; n=44), followed by father/mother; father/
mother-in-law, and others (4.0%; n=2 each). Most elderly
caregivers (52.0%; n=26) report receiving emotional/affec-
tive aid to face the demands of care and being caregivers on
average for 9.5 (+5.9) years, providing care on average for 7.0
(+5.2) hours per day. Table 2 presents the social and depen-
dence characteristics of the elderly carerecipients.

Table 1 - Distribution of the frequency and median of the
demographic and socioeconomic variables of the
elderly caregivers (n=50) who live with children
and are registered in the Family Health Units of
Sao Carlos, Sao Paulo, Brazil, 2014

Variable n %  Median
Sex
Female 39 78.0
Male 11 22.0
Age
60-69 years 28 56.0
70-79 years 19 38.0
80 years or over 3 6.0
Marital status
Married 44 88.0
Single 2 4.0
Divorced 2 4.0
Widower 2 4.0
Educational level 3.3
*Household income (BRL) 2,172.0
*Caregiver's income (BRL) 724.0

Table 2 —  Distribution of the frequencies of the demograph-
ic variables and dependency variables for the ba-
sic and instrumental activities of daily living of
the elderly carerecipients (n=50), Sao Carlos, Sao
Paulo, Brazil, 2014

Variable n %
Sex
Male 40 80.0
Female 10 20.0
Age
60-69 years 27 54.0
70-79 years 19 38.0
80 years or over 4 8.0
*Dependency for at least one BADL
Yes 7 14.0
No 43 86.0
**Dependency for the IADLs
Partial 46 92.0
Total 4 8.0

Note: *BADL = Basic Activity of Daily Living; **IADL=Instrumental Activity of
Daily Living.

Stress and optimism of elderlies who are caregivers for elderlies and live with children

When evaluating characteristics of the children who lived
with the elderly caregivers, it was found that in the 50 house-
holds interviewed there were 68 children, 54.4% (n=37) male
and 45.6% (n=31) female, with mean age of 5.9 years (+3.5).

The predominant degree of kinship between the child and
the elderly caregiver was grandfather/grandmother (85.2%;
n=>58), followed by great-grandfather/great-grandmother
(5.9%; n=4), other (5.9%; n=4), and father/mother (3.0%;
n=2). Time of coresidence between the child and the elderly
caregiver was 5.4 years (+5.0) on average. All children (100%;
n=68) received care provided by the elderly caregiver and the
mean number of hours of care per day was 5.9 hours (+5.0).

As to the evaluation of optimism and perceived stress for
elderly caregivers, Table 3 presents the medians, means, stan-
dard deviation, and variation of the evaluations.

Analysis of correlation between the optimism domain of the
PP-RSS and the PSS showed the existence of negative correla-
tion and moderate magnitude (r=—0.484), statistically signifi-
cant (p=0.00), showing that the higher the level of optimism the
lower the level of perceived stress among the elderly caregivers.

Table 3—  Descriptive statistics of the scores obtained by the
elderly caregivers who live with children (n=>50) on
the Spirituality Scales for evaluation of optimism and
perceived Stress, Sdo Carlos, Sao Paulo, Brazil, 2014

. . Standard  Variation
Variable Median Mean deviation  found
Optimism 3.7 3.3 0.7 1-4
Perceived stress 22.0 23.9 12.7 5-56

DISCUSSION

Results of this study show that the mean score for the op-
timism domain of PP-RSS was 3.3+0.7 points and for PSS
23.9+12.7 points. The higher the level of optimism, the sig-
nificantly lower the level of perceived stress for elderly care-
givers who live with children.

Using the PP-RSS in 127 adults and seniors who were chron-
ic kidney patients, researchers found higher mean for optimism
domain than that of this study, with score of 3.6 points". In
Portugal, a research with 47 elderlies of a Long-stay Institution
found a score of 3.1 points? for the domain.

When analyzing studies that applied the PSS in elderly in
different contexts, the mean found was lower than that of a
research conducted in the United States, 26.9 points®, and
higher than that of two Brazilian studies that obtained mean
of 18.5 points® and 14.0 points?".

In Brazil, researchers used the PSS to assess the factors as-
sociated with perceived stress in 341 elderlies who provided
care to elderlies in different contexts of dependence that resid-
ed in the community. The mean score found in the evaluation
of stress was 18.5 points. Among the associated factors, it was
found that the greater the number of individuals living in the
house the greater the stress level in the elderly caregiver®??.
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The relation between stress and optimism was one of the
objectives of a study with 172 adults, which indicated, among
the results, that the higher the optimism the lower was the
stress caused by the daily work®. In Seoul, a study with 252
elderly ladies evaluated if optimism would be related with the
subjective wellbeing and the meaning of life, observing that
the more optimist elderly tend to give greater meaning to life,
which contributes to increase the subjective wellbeing®®.

In context of care provided to the elderly, the variable
optimism has shown positive effect on the negative aspects
produced by the overload of daily care, among which is the
stress®. In the studies referenced, it is observed that both
optimism and stress present scores that vary depending on
the context and on the population studied, and both variables
may be influenced by environmental and cultural elements.

In the literature, studies have shown that optimism is an
effective measure for reduction of stress in different scenarios
of evaluation®>?, In this study it was also found that optimism
reduces stress in elderlies that care for elderlies and live with
children. Such information can be used to stimulate the devel-
opment of programs and actions with focus, increase the level
of optimism and encourage the positive aspects of intergen-
erational coexistence and care.

Intergenerational care from grandparents exercising the role
of caregivers of grandchildren shows that there are positive and
negative elements in the daily care. In Australia, researchers in-
vestigated the psychological health of 100 grandparents who
were primary caregivers of grandchildren with behavioral and
social disorders. The result of the study showed that grandpar-
ents who cared for grandchildren with emotional disorders and
hyperactivity had higher levels of stress, anxiety, and depression
and were more likely to report lower levels of satisfaction with
life when compared with grandparents that did not exercise the
role of primary caregivers of grandchildren®®,

In a European study that evaluated the cognitive health of
grandparents who cared for grandchildren, it was observed that
the daily care for grandchildren showed no positive effects for the
cognitive health of the elderly®. In China, in examining the ef-
fects of the intensity of care for grandchildren on grandparents’
life, researchers found that low-intensity care has protective effect
for the grandparents’ health, while grandparents providing high-
intensity daily care experience an accelerated decline in health®.

From another perspective, many studies have found evi-
dence that providing care to grandchildren has positive effect
on the physical, emotional, and cognitive health of the elderly.
In a research that evaluated over four years the role of being a
caregiver for the child or adolescent grandchild on the health
of grandparents, it was found that grandparents that were
caregivers presented better cognitive health and better perfor-
mance in basic and instrumental activities of daily living®®.

Data from a longitudinal study conducted in Latin America
with 2,000 elderlies that analyzed the factors associated with the
provision of help from grandparents to grandchildren showed that
the care provided to grandchildren for over 4 hours a week de-
creased the grandparents’ risk of developing depression and, on
the other hand, increased the levels of satisfaction with life®?. In
another study, researchers found that grandparents who cared for

Stress and optimism of elderlies who are caregivers for elderlies and live with children

multiple generations over time were likely to report better self-
assessment of health and lower limitation of mobility®.

Based on the studies described above, it can be observed
a spread between positive and negative elements that are in-
volved in the care provided by the elderly to the children.
However, it is important that professionals pay attention to the
positive aspects, as these can be important tools to indicate
ways to minimize the negative impact of care and to foster
intergenerational exchanges, through policies and programs
focused on bringing distant generations closer.

In addition, the positive aspects can have a major influ-
ence on the quality of the relationships that are being formed
between the children and the elderly, since these children
may represent influential sources of social support for the el-
derly. Accordingly, a Brazilian study compared the relations
between social support and cognitive changes in the elderly,
taking into consideration the presence or absence of children
in the household, and observed better level of social support
in households with the presence of children®?,

Limitations of the study

Some limitations may be mentioned in this research. The study’s
cross-sectional design does not allow us to determine the action of
time on the variables and the absence of a group of elderly caregiv-
ers who do not live with children does not allow us to compare
these variables in contexts with and without children. In this study,
we evaluated the relation between stress and optimism in elderlies
who provide care to elderlies and to children. Optimism proved
to be an important aspect for reducing stress in the caregiver, but
other variables — such as the intensity of care provided to the chil-
dren and to the elderly, the social support, and the quality of the
relationships — can influence the variables of optimism and stress.
Such factors can be analyzed in future researches.

Contributions to the fields of nursing, public health, or

public policy

Results found in this study can contribute to the development of
public policies geared towards the care provided to the elderlies’
family caregivers, to improvements in the promotion of physical
and psychological health of these individuals, to the improvement
and enhancement of intergenerational programs aimed at bringing
the children and the elderly closer, in addition to stimulate the good
quality of the relationships and exchanges of intergenerational care.

CONCLUSION

In this study, it was found moderate and inversely propor-
tional correlation between the variables stress and optimism,
and the higher the level of optimism the lower the level of
stress in a sample of elderlies who are informal caregivers for
other elderlies and live with children.
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