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Study: Highrises Pose Risk to Unprepared Older Residents 

 
In December 2013, an ice storm knocked out Toronto's electricity and 
stranded thousands in cold, dark apartments. Since then, the Toronto Hydro 
Independent Review panel has recommended that the province require better 
back-up power supplies in high-rise buildings. 
 
Are residents now prepared to protect themselves in an emergency? 
 
No, a new study finds.  
 
Researchers led by Marita Kloseck from Western University (London, 
Ontario, Canada), found that residents expect high-rise building managers or 
the municipality to take care of all their needs in an emergency.  
 
In addition, researchers found older adults had a false sense of security that 
could jeopardize their safety in a disaster.  
 
The study appeared online in the Journal of Housing for the Elderly on June 
9, 2014. 
 
The authors say their findings reinforce the need for public education to deal 
with different types of emergencies and the importance of including older 
adults in emergency preparedness. 
 
Neighbours helping neighbours 
 
The research team reviewed a sample of 20 Canadian federal, provincial and 
municipal emergency planning guidelines and found that only one, the 
Ontario Emergency Preparedness Guide for People with Disabilities/Special 
Needs (published by the Government of Ontario in 2007), focused on older 
adults. 
 
The team used a community development approach to involve older 
residents in the emergency planning process. Researchers recruited 12 
volunteers from among 2,500 residents of 13 well-maintained high-rise 
apartment rentals in the Cherryhill retirement community in London, 
Ontario, Canada.  
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The volunteers were given two emergency preparedness training sessions, 
each lasting three hours. The training sessions consisted of four education 
modules: 
 
1. Emergencies and you 
2. What is emergency preparedness 
3. Emergency preparedness and vulnerability, and 
4. Emergency preparedness and resiliency. 
 
They also attended a session that offered tips on public speaking. 
 
Building awareness 
 
Following their training, volunteer leaders held focus groups to raise 
awareness of emergency preparedness among people in the Cherryhill 
retirement community and adjacent area. 
 
The focus groups were held in the local public library. One group included 
individuals aged 65 to 79, and another for those aged 80 and older. In total, 
the groups attracted 33 participants: 27 women and six men.  
 
Emergency scenario 
 
At each session, the participants were asked what they thought would 
happen if they were without water and electricity for a period of 72 hours or 
longer in the cold of winter. 
 
The conversation was guided by the following four questions: 
 
1. What information have you received about emergency planning? 
 
2. Have you ever sought out information about what to do in an emergency? 
 
3. Have you heard about an emergency survival kit?  
 
4. Have you ever seen the Ontario Emergency Planning Guide for People 
with Disabilities/ Special Needs before today? 
 
Here's what the study found: 
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• Most participants had never considered the need for emergency 
planning. 

 
• Older residents expect that apartment building managers or the 

municipality will take care of all of their needs in an emergency 
situation, although none knew exactly how or what support would be 
available.  

 
• Participants felt comfortable remaining in their apartment to wait out 

an emergency, but they were unsure how to stay warm, heat meals or 
access medication. 

 
• Older adults did not know how they would evacuate their building 

during an emergency. If the elevators were not working, many would 
be unable to descend the stairs. 

 
• Participants were concerned about how to care for their pets, 

particularly cats, in an emergency situation.    
 
Wake-up call 
 
So what needs to be done? 
 
Kloseck and colleagues point to the urgent need for better public messaging 
for older adults and targeted emergency management plans for frailer older 
individuals living in the community.  
 
The study's recommendations focused on two groups: municipalities and 
building management. 
 
Recommendations for municipalities: 
 
The report recommended local emergency management officers work with 
apartment owners/managers: 
 

• to ensure a detailed emergency preparedness plan is in place 
 

• to identify responsibilities of the city, apartment managers and older 
residents during an emergency situation 
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• to address how emergency information is communicated, and  

 
• to ensure a plan is in place to identify and evacuate residents who 

cannot evacuate themselves. 
 
The local emergency management officer should also work with pharmacies 
to ensure medications are available in an emergency. 
 
Recommendations for building management:  
 
The report recommended that building managers: 
 

• distribute emergency preparedness plans to tenants with rental 
agreements (updated with lease renewals); tenants should sign the 
plan to confirm they have read the information 

 
• residents should have one-page summary of emergency procedures 

attached to apartment door, and 
 

• tenants should be made aware of how long a generator will provide 
back-up power and what a generator will and will not power. 

 
 

Interview:  Women's Sexual Confidence Grows With Age 
 
In Deserving Desire, Women's Stories of Sexual Evolution, sociologist Beth 
Montemurro takes a wide-ranging look at the evolution of women's sexuality 
as they age from adolescence through adulthood and beyond.  
 
The book is based on in-depth interviews with 95 predominantly middle-
class, heterosexual women, aged 20 to 68. Their fascinating stories shed 
light on how women develop sexual confidence and how their feelings about 
sex and sexual desire change as they experience marriage, motherhood, 
menopause, aging and divorce. 
 
AHB reached Dr. Montemurro at the University of Pennsylvania in 
Pennsylvania, U.S.A. 
 



AgingHorizons.com, 905-60 Cartier Street, Ottawa, Ontario K2P 2E1, Canada 
 web: www.AgingHorizons.com tel: 613-234-0851 

Copyright © AgingHorizons.com (2005-2015). This information may not be reproduced in any 
form without the written permission of (info@aginghorizons.com) 

Ruth Dempsey: What motivated you to write this book? 
 
Beth Montemurro: Actually, my interest was sparked by my previous book 
Something Old, Something Bold: Bridal Showers and Bachelorette Parties. 
When I attempted to solicit photographs for the book, most of the women 
flatly refused. They commented that pictures of themselves with exotic 
dancers, random men or penis-shaped water bottles were too embarrassing.  
 
Several women added, "I'm married," or "I'm a mom now," as if this 
explained everything.  
 
I wanted to know why these women felt so uncomfortable about showing 
that side of themselves and what specific elements of being married or a 
mother made such displays inappropriate.  
 
This led me to think about how women's sexuality changes as women 
experience other life course events such as divorce, menopause and aging in 
general. 
 
Also, few studies have examined women's feelings about sex or sexual 
desire during mid-life. The research on desire has focused on teenage girls 
and young women. 
 
I wanted to understand what happens after the teen years and when and how 
feelings of sexual self-confidence happen. 
 
RD: In your opening chapter, you talk about the importance of sexual 
scripts. How do they work? 
 
BM: Just as actors follow scripts when they perform, people follow scripts 
in everyday life. These scripts are not always formally written but are 
derived from our environment.  
 
Sexual scripts operate on different levels. Cultural scripts are norms for 
sexual expression played out in everyday life. Images of what is and is not 
sexy on television, in films or advertisements, for example. 
 
People absorb this information, and it shapes how they think about sex and 
about themselves as sexual beings. 
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This, in turn, affects how individuals interact with sexual partners. The idea 
that men should initiate sexual interaction or a woman's hesitation to talk 
openly about sexual desire are examples of cultural scenarios that influence 
women's ways of thinking and acting. 
 
RD: As girls learn about sex, they develop a stance on sexuality. Forty-
one of the 95 women in the study developed a negative stance. What are 
the consequences? 
 
BM: Stances such as "sex is taboo or bad" inhibit girls' sexual self-
assurance.  
 
If a girl views sex negatively, she is less likely to see early sexual activity as 
enhancing her identity and may experience more conflict and anxiety when 
she does have sex. 
 
Girls reared in families that did not talk about sex, who had conservative 
religious or ethnic backgrounds and who were born before 1960 were more 
likely to possess negative stances. 
 
Some women maintained these stances even after they were married and had 
difficulty feeling comfortable with sex. 
 
RD: In Chapter 2, you look at positive stances women adopted as girls 
such as "sex is a mystery to investigate" and "sex is natural". . .  
 
BM: These are two of my favourite stances because they were a boon to 
women later in life.  
 
Of the women I interviewed, 17 set out as girls to investigate and 
accumulate clues that would help them figure out what sex was about. They 
viewed sex as a mystery they were determined to solve.  
 
Sometimes they had been told that sex was bad or should not be discussed, 
but they rejected those messages and looked for information in books, 
magazine or (for younger women) online. This active search for information 
was an important step in boosting their self-confidence. 
 
In the case of my interviewees, girls who grew up with a "sex is natural" 
stance usually had parents who normalized sex and girls' physical 
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development as a regular part of growing up. This attitude encouraged the 
development of sexual subjectivity. 
 
Sexual subjectivity is about having power to act confidently, power to make 
decisions about sex with which one feels comfortable and power to say no to 
sexual advances when one is uninterested. It is about claiming sexual 
pleasure and enjoying one's body.  
 
RD: Most of the mothers you interviewed said having a baby changed 
how they felt about having sex . . .  
 
BM: That's right. Many women talked about the responsibility and fatigue 
that came with being a new mother as well as cultural perceptions of 
mothers as sexually undesirable.  
 
But a number of women said the experience of giving birth gave them a new 
understanding of their sexuality. Motherhood taught them about the 
capabilities of their bodies and this boosted their self-confidence. 
 
In their early years of mothering, they lamented lack of time, exhaustion and 
their inability to connect emotionally, all of which impeded their sex lives 
and their enjoyment of sex. 
 
As their children grew, women had to work to redefine their relationship 
with their husbands. Sometimes, it was a challenge to reconnect sexually 
because their focus had been on their children, not on their relationship as a 
couple. 
 
Mothers struggled with balancing their identities as wives or sexual people 
with their role as caregivers and models for their children. 
 
RD: Some of the women were divorced.  How did ending a relationship 
affect the way they felt about their sexuality? 
 
BM: Initially, most of the women experienced a period of mourning, where 
they were disinterested in sex. 
 
After divorce, the majority of participants found greater sexual satisfaction 
and more compatible sexual partners. 
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For women who experienced divorce in their 20s or 30s, at the end of a 
long-term relationship or a short-term marriage, most often had a positive 
impact on their sexuality. 
 
Many had been unhappy with the sexual aspects of their relationships. Faced 
with an opportunity to start over, they took time to reflect on what they 
needed to feel sexually fulfilled. 
 
For older women, such as Joan born in 1942, the feeling of freedom after 
divorce was even more acute. The sexual climate in 1963 for a single 
woman in her 20s was different from the one Joan re-entered in 1986 as a 
new divorcee in her mid-40s.  
 
Joan explains: "Because now, you know, you had the availability of sex with 
anybody who struck your fancy! It was a new world, a whole different place, 
it was — oh my God!"  
 
RD: The findings suggest women define sexuality differently as they 
age. Can you give me an example? 
 
BM: I think one of the best descriptions of this transition came from Joyce, a 
57-year-old married woman.  
 
Joyce said women become more self-possessed as they aged. They are less 
fearful of rejection because they learn they have value beyond their 
sexuality. 
 
Here's how she explained it to me:  
  
 I think once you get into your 30s today, and even in my time, that 
 you begin to be in a place to say, "I don't need to have that guy look at 
 me, I'm fine, and if I want to have a relationship with that guy I'll go 
 over and ask him. 
 
 And then 40s, more so. I think 40s, . . . you can begin to get your life 
 in a place where you're doing — you're again more in charge of the 
 things you want to do. That you're gonna take a night class, that you're 
 gonna do yoga, that you're not just like changing diapers and cooking 
 dinner.  
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She went on: 
 
 Married or not married, you're again a little more maybe in charge of 
 your desires  and [can] say, "I don't want to do that," or "I do want to 
 do that." [You can say], "I can walk away from this relationship if I 
 don't like how it's going," as opposed to saying, "Well, I can't walk 
 away from this relationship unless I have somebody else."   
 
For Joyce, feeling confident comes from feeling authoritative. As she aged, 
she developed her own stance on the world and that freed her to pursue her 
own happiness, sexually and beyond. 
 
That said, poor and working-class women may not have the same sense of 
freedom at this stage in life. 
 
RD: Sexual agency has been linked to physical and emotional well-
being. How do we better help girls develop sexual self-confidence? 
 
BM: Among those I interviewed, girls brought up in a certain climate — 
where young women are not shamed for sexual desire and where sexuality is 
seen as a regular aspect of identity — generally had better sexual 
relationships as women.  
 
In such a climate, girls have a better chance of developing sexual 
subjectivity. As I mentioned, this is important because sexual subjects know 
their bodies and generally feel mentally and physically in control of their 
sexuality and decision making.  
 
We need better sex education that addresses teenaged girls' feelings of desire 
and teaches both boys and girls the importance of consent. 
 
Also, girls, boys, women and men must become critical consumers of media. 
 
More positive and diverse media images of women's sexuality over the life 
course would also help girls become women who understand that sexuality 
is a lifelong concern and that positive feelings about sex can contribute to 
health and happiness. 
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Program: Young Immigrants Team Up With Older Swedes 
 
A program that capitalizes on the positive energy and skill of young 
immigrants is "electrifying" Sweden. 
 
The IT Guide aims to assist older Swedes with personal computers, the 
Internet and mobile phones while helping young immigrants to integrate into 
Swedish society. 
 
Founder and manager Gunilla Lundberg profiled the program in an article in 
the Aug. 15, 2014 online issue of the Journal of Intergenerational 
Relationships. 
 
Here's the program, in brief: 
 
The IT guides  
 
The IT guides are immigrants, aged 16 to 19, from countries outside Europe 
including:  
 

• Iraq 
• Iran  
• Somalia, and 
• Afghanistan. 

 
Guides must: 
 

• have lived in Sweden from one to three years 
• be attending secondary school 
• be tech savvy, and  
• have good social skills.  

 
The program 
 
In 2010, the program was launched in Örebro, a city of 140,000 people in 
the heart of Sweden. The city is home to more than 165 nationalities. Örebro 
supports the program by paying the IT guides for their work throughout the 
year. 
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In 2013, the guides worked with older adults:  
 

• in Internet cafés across the city, such as senior centres 
 

• in private homes (in pairs), and  
 

• they conducted small group classes on the weekend for a separate fee. 
 
Benefits abound 
 
Through the program, young immigrants gained opportunities to: 
 

• learn the Swedish language  
 

• meet other Swedes 
 

• learn about Swedish culture and history, and 
 

• feel more at home in their adopted country. 
 
And Swedes, aged 65 to 99, gained opportunities to: 
 

• improve their IT skills 
 

• share their stories 
 

• build bonds with young people, and 
 

• learn about other cultures. 
 
Lundberg plans to extend the program across Sweden, and also 
internationally. You can learn more here. 
 
Editor's note: Gunilla Lundberg invites feedback from those working with 
similar type programs here in Canada. 
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Interview: The Trouble With Telecare 
 
As the population ages, governments and industries argue that telecare 
technologies, such as alarms and sensors, can reduce health costs and 
enable individuals to remain in their homes for longer.  
 
But research from Europe warns home-based monitoring systems leave 
much to be desired. 
 
Over a three-year period, researchers in England, Spain, Netherlands and 
Norway studied telecare and how it affects the lives of older people living at 
home. 
 
The researchers talked to older adults in their homes. They interviewed 
telecare providers and operators, nurses, social workers and engineers who 
install telecare devices in people's homes. And they convened a series of 
citizens' panels of older people and carers to discuss different telecare 
solutions. 
 
The study findings appeared online in the Sociology of Health & Illness on 
October 25, 2012.  
 
Read the final research report here. 
 
AHB reached project coordinator Dr. Maggie Mort at Lancaster University 
in Lancaster, Lancashire, U.K. 
 
Ruth Dempsey: What sparked your interest in telecare technologies? 

Maggie Mort:  We began from the observation that huge investments were 
being made in home telecare technologies without sufficient consideration of 
their social and ethical implications. Many initiatives are industry-driven and 
most research we could find was largely uncritical.  

We wanted to see how the systems worked in real settings: inside older 
people's homes. And we wanted to discuss the possible role of technology in 
helping older people stay independent. 
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RD: The research highlights the many different ways people live with 
telecare. One physically-active wheelchair user touted the pendant 
alarm . . . 
 
MM: Yes, this U.K. respondent, Julie, talked about how her pendant alarm 
gave her the confidence to do things she wouldn’t otherwise have risked 
trying. 
 
Julie is an active member of her local Older Peoples’ Forum and also 
volunteers at a local dementia centre. She uses a pendant alarm system while 
she is at home and told us that she felt safer about attempting physical 
actions because she could press the alarm if something went wrong.  
 
Julie told us that, in the nine years she’s had the system, no one had ever 
asked her about the role it plays in her daily life. She said she would like to 
be able to go out into the garden with the alarm and even use it at friends’ 
homes, since it only works inside her own house. 
 
RD: Another participant used the pendant only on certain occasions.   
 
MM: This is an example of how a number of older people associate wearing 
a pendant not with independence, but with weakness, illness and 
vulnerability. 
 
So these users would accept the system, often mainly to please relatives, but 
wear the pendant only occasionally when they were doing something a bit 
"risky." Marta talked about deliberately putting it on when she needed to use 
the stepladder in her flat. 
 
RD: Others rejected the system altogether, or asked to have it removed 
shortly after installation . . .   
 
MM: We found that many devices were "prescribed" but were never used. 
They were too complicated, poorly functioning or simply not wanted.  
 
The falls monitor, which is worn around the waist, was particularly 
unpopular. It often triggered false alarms, which caused distress and 
inconvenience. 
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Mary’s fall monitor was kept on the mantlepiece. Her most pressing needs 
were for pain relief and for company. The falls monitor offered help on 
neither front. 
 
We found that the bed monitor (a flat device placed under the mattress) was 
also notoriously troublesome. These devices would be installed as part of a 
package, additional to the pendant alarm.  
 
But many older people and their relatives did not fully understand how they 
worked, and there was scant evidence of follow up from the system 
providers. 
 
RD: Telecare providers were concerned about older adults using devices 
to strike up a conversation with operators?  
 
MM: There were many stories about this. Typically, older people who were 
lonely would use the pendant alarm or other automated devices (where if no 
movement is detected a call is triggered from the telecare centre) to engineer 
a conversation. We thought this was actually rather ingenious. They didn't 
want to bother relatives or carers but to chat.  
 
But, "just" having a chat is not what the systems are designed to provide. 
Such behaviour is even termed misuse by some service providers.  
 
However, the call centre operators mostly understood the importance of this 
kind of contact. They gradually built up a relationship with these callers and 
offered a form of care which was not formally recognized as part of their 
job. 
 
RD: I was surprised to learn telecare installers received little training. 
 
MM: So were we. While the systems are relatively simple to install, the 
social aspects of the work are often very challenging.  
 
So the installers might arrive at a person’s house and be told they system is 
not wanted after all, either because the resident had forgotten agreeing to it, 
or they had agreed to please others.  
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Or, installers might find that what has been recommended is actually not 
suitable because of domestic or family arrangements, or even for technical 
reasons. 
 
RD: Meanwhile, company websites tout telecare as a universal solution: 
"the path to peace of mind." But the findings indicate "one size does not 
fit all." What needs to be done? 
 
MM: Our work with older citizens panels indicated that older people want 
to be involved in the design of telecare systems. In fact, they have great 
ideas for developments and improvements, but they are often excluded from 
participating in design practices.  
 
We have recommended a process of ongoing engagement where service 
providers and telecare developers involve groups of older people more 
closely in the design of telecare technologies. 
 
Secondly, when a telecare system is installed, it shouldn't be seen as the one-
off installation of a fixed system but rather a system that is open to 
evolution. In other words, feedback loops should be built into the installation 
and implementation process so older adults are engaged and creative users of 
telecare. 
 
Thirdly, there is a need for more flexible systems so older people can use 
them for "social" reasons, rather than the present care dominated usage.  
 
Editor's note: This article first appeared in the March/April 2013 issue of 
AHB. 
 
In our upcoming issue: new research from the Netherlands finds older 
adults willing to use sensors to remain in their homes. 
 
 

ROUNDUP 
 
 
BIRTHDAY GIFT PACKS A PUNCH Claire Potter was looking for 
something different for her husband's 50th birthday: something appropriately 
"big" and memorable. 
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It took a while, but eventually she decided to give him 50 mini-challenges: 
50 everyday experiences and adventures designed to make his year as a 50-
year-old really pack a punch. She wrote them down, decorated them and put 
them in a box to open and do, one by one, over the year.  
 
And what did her husband think of his unusual birthday present?  
 
Two-thirds of the way through the year, Potter says the results are already 
astonishing. "He says he is enjoying the way it is constantly pushing back 
the edges of his life and taking him up new avenues, as well as old ones he'd 
forgotten." 
 
Here are 10 items from the full list: 
 
1. Make a loaf of bread. 
 
2. Go to a dance class. 
 
3. Pick a random novel from a bookshop. Read the first paragraph. Do 
something (anything) triggered by those words. 
 
4. Write and post letter to [their teenage son] Fred to surprise him. 
 
5. Register at the police station as a line-up person. 
 
6. Buy an item of clothing from a charity shop that you really like, but isn't 
the sort of thing you normally wear. Wear it. 
 
7. Go skinny-dipping. 
 
8. Pay for someone's tea or coffee anonymously. 
 
9. Do a Life Expectancy Calculator test. So, how many years have you got 
left. Write down five things you'd really like to do in that time.  
 
10. Eat a whole lobster. 
 
Source: theguardian.com 
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PORTRAIT OF A BELOVED GRANDMOTHER: Gemma Green-
Hope's grandmother or "Gan-Gan," as she called her, lived with fire and 
purpose. 
 
When she died in 2010, Green-Hope helped her father sort through her 
possessions. She inherited some of her clothes, her books on the kings and 
queens of England, and her edition of Christina Rossetti's poems. She also 
got her blue bicycle, a Raleigh Traveller. 
 
But what to do with her other items: diaries, boxes full of photographs, 
jewelry and bits of string? Green-Hope transformed the possessions her 
grandmother left behind into this poignant stop-motion portrait of Gan-Gan. 
 
POETRY: WHEN YOU ARE OLD: Throughout his life aging was a 
prominent theme in the poetry of W.B. Yeats.   
 
Yeats was born in 1865, in Dublin, Ireland. When You Are Old is one of his 
earliest poems. It was inspired by a fiery, brainy Irish revolutionary. He met 
Maud Gonne in 1889, when "the troubling of my life began."  
 
He proposed to her countless times, over a span of three decades, but she 
always turned him down.  
 
When You Are Old 
 
When you are old and grey and full of sleep,  
And nodding by the fire, take down this book, 
And slowly read, and dream of the soft look 
Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep; 
 
How many loved your moments of glad grace, 
And loved your beauty with love false or true, 
But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you, 
And loved the sorrows of your changing face; 
 
And bending down beside the glowing bars,  
Murmur, a little sadly, how Love fled 
And paced upon the mountains overhead 
And hid his face amid a crowd of stars. 
Source: The Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats. 
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BUILDING A SEVEN-GENERATION WORLD: Canada-based You 177 
is encouraging a bigger way of thinking and acting across generations to 
create a "seven generation world". 
 
Developed by the Legacy Project, You 177 is a social innovation initiative 
that invites you to make a difference in a big-picture context: one world, 
seven generations and seven billion people. 
 
In 2014, Whitchurch-Stouffville, a community of 45,000 in the Greater 
Toronto area, received funds from United Way and a three-year $225,000 
grant from the Ontario Trillium Foundation to launch the WS You 177 
initiative. 
 
As a first step, the Whitchurch-Stouffville public library and the Legacy 
Project invited everyone in the community to read Dream: A Tale of 
Wonder, Wisdom and Wishes at the same time.  
 
Susan Bosak's radiant book touts the power of dreams and the flow of life 
and hope from one generation to the next.  
 
Finally, we want to thank our wonderful readers and contributors. We wish 
you many blessings for 2015! — Ruth Dempsey, Editor 


