
benefits quarterly third quarter 20188

E m p l o y e r s  a s  C a r e t a k e r s

Rising to the Challenge: 
What Employers Can Do to 
Support Caregiver Employees
With growing numbers of working people providing informal care for sick or elderly relatives and friends, em

ployers face new challenges—but also new opportunities—to support caregiver employees and, in the process, 

ensure a productive and stable workforce. This article addresses the difficulties employees can face when work 

and caregiving intersect and how employers can offer support regardless of company size or resources. Compa

nies that wish to attract the best and brightest talent, as well as retain highquality staff, need to offer com

petitive benefits. Across the corporate landscape, these have already started to include caregiving benefits.

by Candice Sherman | Northeast Business Group on Health 

Caregiving is a universal experience. We care for ill, 
disabled or elderly parents, siblings, spouses, part-
ners, children and close friends. Caregiving happens 

in all communities, across all races, ethnicities and religions, 
and it can be a short-term proposition or a years-long en-
deavor, depending on a care recipient’s needs and a caregiv-
er’s time and abilities.

Providing informal care to an ill, disabled or elderly rela-
tive or friend can encompass a range of tasks from simple to 
highly complex, including setting up doctors’ appointments; 
grocery shopping and cooking; managing medications; help-
ing with bathing, feeding and dressing; and even providing 
skilled care such as inserting feeding tubes and dressing 
wounds.

While being a caregiver can be a deeply rewarding experi-
ence, it also may prove to be exhausting, stressful, emotion-
ally draining and time-consuming. And caregiving respon-
sibilities don’t exist in a vacuum; they typically have to be 
integrated into a life already filled with daily activities and 
obligations. Where this intersection can prove to be particu-
larly challenging is in the workplace, where employees often 
struggle to simultaneously meet their work responsibilities 
and caregiving requirements.

The Silent Caregiver
Employees are sometimes silent about their roles as care-

givers. They may fear being perceived as less committed to 
their work by managers and colleagues and may be concerned 
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that if managers or human resources 
(HR) personnel are aware of their care-
giver status, they might be passed over 
for promotions or positions that could 
require long hours or travel. 

As a result, some caregiver em-
ployees hesitate to seek assistance 
from the workplace or access benefits 
that might help them better manage 
the work-caregiving balance. Keep-
ing caregiver status to themselves also 
can result in negative consequences to 
health; employees may feel lonely and 
isolated, which are personal conditions 
that have traditionally been associated 
with depression, anxiety and substance 
abuse and, more recently, correlated 
with higher incidences of heart disease 
and stroke.

Employer Burden
Employers also face challenges 

stemming from employees juggling 
work and caregiving duties.  Employ-
ers may experience greater absenteeism 
or presenteeism from these employees, 
who may be required to leave work to 
attend doctors’ appointments or ac-
company a relative to the hospital or 
who spend time at work making phone 
calls to arrange home care, speak to 
medical professionals or check on an ill 
or elderly relative.

Employers also may find that their 
pool of caregiver employees has greater 
health care needs and higher medical 
costs because many caregivers have 
poorer health than their noncaregiving 
counterparts. This a function not only 
of the aforementioned negative health 
outcomes tied to stress and isolation 
but also of caregivers lacking the time 

and energy to take care of their own 
health and well-being.

Rise in the Number  
of Caregiver Employees

Although caregiving while working 
is not a new phenomenon, globally the 
number of individuals within this de-
mographic has been rapidly growing. 
This is due in large part to an increase 
in life expectancy; with people living 
longer, there is a correspondingly high-
er incidence of disability and illness, of-
ten for protracted periods of time.1 And 
due to economic necessity, people are 
also working longer; with more years 
committed to the workplace, there is a 
greater likelihood that, for the average 
person, caregiving and working will at 
some point coincide.

Across the globe, many health and 
social welfare systems do not offer com-
prehensive care or day-to-day personal 
assistance for those who require it, caus-
ing much of the care burden to fall on 
families and friends. What makes this 
scenario a struggle for working caregiv-
ers is that, on average, individuals spend 
four years in the role of caregiver and 24 
hours a week providing caregiving assis-
tance.2 Beyond the time involved, there 
are also financial challenges: Families of-
ten pay thousands of dollars a year—out 
of pocket—on caregiving expenses.

Putting Caregiving on the Radar
In 2017, the Northeast Business 

Group on Health3 partnered with 
AARP4 to investigate to what extent 
caregiving was on the radar for employ-
ers. The intent was to examine how em-
ployers could offer benefits and services 

to support caregiver employees and, in 
the process, create a healthier and more 
productive workforce as well as a more 
attractive workplace that would help 
retain current employees and appeal to 
talented, prospective workers.

Millennials in the workforce today 
tend to expect more from their employ-
ers in terms of benefits and services. 
These workers want employers to cater 
to the “whole” employee and to support 
greater flexibility—demands that might 
play out in particular with caregiver-
related benefits, given that Millennials 
make up 25%5 of the caregiver employ-
ee pool in the United States today.

Among surveyed employers, a ma-
jority understood that caregiving was a 
reality for many of their employees and 
would become a more significant issue 
for them to contend with over time, but 
not all had figured out what they could 
do to address it, and many were seeking 
answers.

The survey revealed a range of var-
ied and interesting approaches that 
some forward-thinking employers had 
instituted to support caregiver em-
ployees. While some solutions, such as  
paid leave policies for caregivers, could 
only be implemented by large, well-
resourced companies, many of the op-
tions could be used by most companies, 
regardless of size, structure or resource 
level. Following are some of the ways 
employers are approaching caregiving 
in the workplace.

Creating a Caregiver- 
Friendly Culture

We’ve already noted that many care-
giving employees aren’t particularly vo-
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cal about being caregivers, which can 
prevent them from seeking support at 
the workplace. When employers create 
a caregiver-friendly workplace culture, 
employees feel more comfortable both 
being open with their colleagues about 
challenges they are facing at work be-
cause of caregiving responsibilities and 
speaking to their managers or HR and 
benefits staff about accommodations 
that could be useful.

How can you make a caregiver-
friendly workplace?

Provide Education, Resources  
and Support

Employers can educate all tiers of 
staff on the challenges that caregivers 
face and can help dispel incorrect as-
sumptions and stereotypes, such as the 
notion that taking advantage of flexible 
work arrangements means that care-
giver employees are less committed 
to their jobs. If senior staff people are 
open about their own experiences with 
caring for a family member or friend, 
this helps normalize caregiving respon-
sibilities as something that any employ-
ee might encounter.

Making this a companywide conver-
sation is the first, most important step a 
company can take to make a workplace 
responsive to caregivers’ needs. With-
out this level of commitment cascading 
from senior management to HR and 
benefits staff, employee assistance pro-
grams and frontline managers, employ-
ees may not feel comfortable coming 
forward to seek the support they need.

There are some fairly simple, low-
cost ways of providing assistance that 
companies can undertake. HR and 

benefits staff can make available a list 
of caregiver resources, such as names 
of organizations or individuals who 
provide financial planning and elder 
law services, directories of home care 
agencies and community-based ser-
vices such as adult day care, and guides 
to downloadable apps that help families 
manage caregiving. HR staff also can 
develop or download fact sheets to help 
employees navigate difficult caregiv-
ing terrain, such as “What do I need to 
know about being a caregiver?” or “My 
family member has dementia. What 
should I know and do?”

Companies also can offer support 
groups for caregiver employees. These 
groups can be led by experts or fellow 
employees. Employers can provide the 
space and time for caregivers to meet, 
share resources and get support from 
one another. And if space allows, a 
company also can provide employ-
ees with a small, private room where 
phone calls can be made or where em-
ployees can take a few moments if they 
are dealing with a difficult or emotional 
situation. With the rise of open-plan 
configurations at workplaces, employ-
ees are afforded little privacy, so a small 
room or phone booth can be a way to 
offer workers a discrete setting in which 
to handle a personal matter.

In recognition of the kind of anxiety 
and burnout that many employee care-
givers experience, companies also can 
make stress-reduction activities avail-
able. (This may be appreciated by other 
employees as well.) Some employers can 
provide in-house yoga, meditation or 
massage, while other companies that 
may not have the space or resources can 

negotiate employee discounts with out-
side vendors located near the workplace.

Offer Benefits and Services 

Paid Leave and Flex Time
Many workplaces have already in-

stituted parental or maternity leave 
policies, but extension of these kinds 
of benefits to caregivers has been slow 
to materialize. Companies can consider 
offering a paid caregiver leave benefit, 
increasing the number of paid personal 
days for employees (which could be 
used for caregiving, if necessary) and/or 
defining sick days as days that employees 
can use to care for themselves or for oth-
ers. Paid time off is considered by many 
experts to be the most important benefit 
a company can offer caregivers.6

Flex time and flexible work arrange-
ments also are benefits that can ease the 
burden for caregiver employees, and 
they make sense for smaller employers 
or those with fewer resources. For an 
employee who needs to regularly attend 
doctors’ appointments or to be available 
if a home care worker doesn’t show up, 
having the option of working different 
hours or working from a remote set-
ting can prove invaluable. Managers 
can be encouraged to bring their teams 
together to discuss work arrangements 
and flexibility needs so that no employee 
feels like he or she is picking up the slack 
for others. Team planning also ensures 
that all necessary work gets done in a 
predictable and timely manner.

Digital Advances
The digital world has already made 

large inroads into caregiving, and em-
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ployers can take advantage of the varied apps and tools that 
currently exist. Employers, for example, can provide access 
to online coaching to help employees develop a care plan 
for a relative or subsidize (or at least point out the availabil-
ity of) digital tools that help employees select and monitor 
home care staff or engage in passive monitoring of relatives 
at home. 

If an employer currently offers telehealth benefits to em-
ployees, it can extend these services to employees’ relatives 
so they have the ability to teleconference with their own doc-
tors. The employees could also participate in the telehealth 
conferences and remain engaged in a relative’s care while re-
ducing the need for them to leave work to attend the visit in 
person or transport a relative there.

Caregiver-Friendliness Is Good Business
On the face of it, employers might find it hard to see the 

return on investment from changing the workplace culture 
or adding more paid leave, flex time or other caregiver-
friendly benefits and services. But as caregiving while work-
ing becomes a more common reality for those at all rungs of 
the employment ladder, it will be important for employers to 
make their workplaces responsive to this new norm.  

Ultimately, this makes good business sense. Companies 
that wish to attract the best and brightest talent, as well as 
retain high-quality staff, need to offer competitive benefits. 
Across the corporate landscape, these have already started to 
include caregiving benefits. Offering caregiving benefits and 
services can be a factor in limiting the increase of health care 
costs because employees providing care will feel less stress, 
anxiety and isolation and will be better able to take care of 
their own health and well-being needs. And finally, employ-
ees who can focus on work while at work will be happier, 
more productive and more likely to credit their employer as 
one genuinely concerned about employee well-being.   

Endnotes
 1. Across the world, the population of older adults continues to ex-

pand. According to the United Nations, the number of seniors aged 60 and 
over is expected to double by 2050, expanding from 962 million today to 2.1 
billion. The number of people with significant caregiving needs also will 
increase. For example, the Alzheimer’s Association says that five million 
Americans currently have Alzheimer’s disease and rely on 15 million unpaid 
caregivers (family and friends). It estimates that 16 million Americans will 
have Alzheimer’s disease by 2050.

 2. Caregiving in the U.S. (2015), National Alliance for Caregiving and 
AARP.

 3. Northeast Business Group on Health is a nonprofit, employer-led 
coalition focused on employer health benefit issues. It represents more than 
170 employers and other health care stakeholders.

 4. AARP is the largest nonprofit, nonpartisan organization in the 
United States. It is dedicated to empowering Americans aged 50 and older to 
choose how they live as they age.  

 5. AARP. Retrieved from www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2015 
/caregiving-in-the-united-states-2015-executive-summary-revised.pdf.

 6. In the United States, the Family and Medical Leave Act offers 12 
weeks of leave for workers who meet specific criteria. Since the leave is un-
paid, however, many who are eligible cannot afford to take advantage of it. 
Some states such as New York are now implementing their own paid family 
leave legislation.
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