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Study: The Baby Boomer Approach to Caregiving 

 
An estimated four to five million Canadians provide care for family members with long-
term conditions. According to a new study, baby boomers are not interested in hands-on 
caregiving, and this approach poses new challenges for the health system. 
 
Nancy Guberman of the University of Quebec and colleagues examined how Quebec 
baby boomers perceive caregiving and their expectations in regard to support services.  
 
The study was based on 39 baby boomers, all in their 50s and 60s. The 31 women and 
eight men had family incomes that ranged from less than $20,000 to more than $60,000. 
Most of the caregivers cared for an older parent with a disability or a disabled spouse. 
Five of the women were caring for both a parent and a spouse or child.  
 
The results of the study appeared online in The Gerontologist (January 31, 2012). 
 
A caregiver . . . but not like my mother 
 
The study found that respondents, in contrast to their parents' generation, were reluctant 
to embrace caregiving at the expense of their other identities such as parent, worker, 
volunteer, friend or spouse. They juggled caregiving, career, family and other social 
commitments. 
 
The daughter of one disabled parent explained: 
 

But if my mother asks me to do her housework, to wash her fridge every week, to 
change her bedclothes, etc., I don’t want to deal with that, because . . . I just don’t 
want to do it! There are limits that I have to set and it is those limits that I need to 
negotiate with my mother because I am not ready to drop all my activities. That’s 
it. In that, I am a real baby boomer! 

 
The study found the majority of interviewees refuse to put aside their professional 
activities to focus on caregiving. “We define ourselves by our work,” one participant 
said. “So when you work at home taking care of someone, that means that you are not 
doing much of anything. Socially speaking, that was hard to take.” 
 
A new vision of care 
 
In Canada, and particularly in Quebec, the post-war generation grew up with the welfare 
state, declining rates of religious practice, major changes in male-female relationships, 
high divorce rates, women’s integration into the labour force and very low fertility rates. 
 
So it’s perhaps unsurprising that the new research found changing notions of family 
giving rise to a new vision of care. 
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As caregivers, baby boomers view their role as two-fold: 
• guaranteeing quality of life for disabled person; and 
• managing services. 

 
In contrast to their parents’ generation, they are not interested in hands-on caregiving.   
 
And to cope, they have high expectations of support from paid service workers. 
Respondents gave low grades to the services currently on offer. 
 
As one respondent explained: 
 

Monday she has singing class. Otherwise, during the week, there are the activities 
provided by the residence, but the activities . . . it’s cards, bingo, things like that. . 
. . We would like activities that will help them fight boredom, stimulate them, 
interest them. A service that provides leisure activities, travel, entertainment, that 
seems to be essential, and a service providing social integration. 

 
More than half of the interviewees said caregivers should receive social support and 
financial compensation including, the possibility of a salary.  
 

Someone who does not work, and then goes to help their parents, their expenses 
should be accounted for. Someone who is working and is obliged to leave their 
job then finds that they are having a hard time getting social assistance because 
they are caring for a parent, well they should probably get paid a salary. 

 
Meanwhile, the majority of respondents said they have been forced to make adjustments 
to their personal and professional lives to care for aging parents. They were particularly 
concerned about the drain of care on their financial resources and its impact on their 
futures. 
 
According to the study, the new approach faces major hurdles. For one thing, home-care 
services are seriously underfunded in Quebec. More importantly though, the new care-
giving approach conflicts with current public policy that assumes family care as the 
cornerstone of long-term care.  
 
Given the current economic situation, baby boomers may be compelled to rethink their 
expectations and take on elements of caregiving they no longer consider legitimate. 
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Interview: Using Gender to Improve Services for Older Men 

 
A new study shows that services for older men could be improved by paying more 
attention to their gender and to the impact of masculinity. 
 
Tony Coles and Therese Vassarotti of the Australian Catholic University, Canberra, 
Australia, explored the affect of aging on men’s social identities. The researchers focused 
on the understanding of older men of themselves as male and masculine, and their 
connections and relationships with others. The research offers useful insights for those 
working with older men. 
 
The findings appeared online in the Journal of Religion, Spirituality & Aging (January 
10, 2012). 
 
Dr. Coles is the National Executive Officer for the Australian Association of 
Gerontology. He was instrumental in establishing the National Alliance of Pastoral and 
Spiritual Care for Older People in Australia. His doctoral work focused on men’s health 
and aging issues. 
  
AHB reached Dr. Coles in Melbourne, Australia. 
                    
Ruth Dempsey: Your research looks at how men negotiate their masculinity across 
the life course.  How do you define masculinity?  
 
Tony Coles: This is a difficult question. Countless books have been written on the 
subject and entire university courses dedicated to explaining men and masculinities, yet, 
there is no one definition. This is because the meaning of masculinity changes across 
cultures and over time, and it means different things to different people.   
 
RD: These meanings are shaped by social and generational factors . . .  
 
TC: That’s right. How men do masculinity is affected by a host of factors: class, 
ethnicity, health status, sexual orientation, geographical location, education and age.  
 
But although men are influenced by their social environment, they are not passive agents. 
So, a combination of factors – structural and individual – shape men’s masculinities. 
 
RD: What about dominant ideals of masculinity . . .  
 
TC: In most western societies, the culturally dominant masculine ideal is one of men 
who are strong, youthful, able-bodied, and heterosexual. They are fearless, aggressive, 
and impervious to pain. They are rational, emotionally detached, and powerful.  
 
Masculinity is personified by sports heroes and movie stars, and it is projected as the 
image of maleness to which all men are expected to aspire.   
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Of course, most men never meet these impossible standards. Instead, they negotiate what 
masculinity means for them in the context and circumstances of their own lives. 
 
In my own research and interviews with men, I have never come across a gay man who 
felt as though he wasn’t masculine, even though the culturally dominant ideal of 
masculinity is one of heterosexual masculinity. 
 
RD: As men age, lean muscular bodies become more difficult to maintain . . .  
   
TC: You have hit on an aspect of my research that I have found particularly interesting: it 
deals with how men’s understanding of their masculinity – and what it means to them – 
shifts to accommodate change over time. In other words, the concept of masculinity has 
an elasticity that allows men to renegotiate what it means to them. 
 
RD: So, some men said they still enjoyed going to the gym but they steered away 
from competitive sports. And others had become interested in intellectual pursuits. 
 
TC: Yes. Instead of trying to fit the male body ideal, the men developed other strategies 
to compensate for their aging bodies.   
 
Rather than seeing themselves as weak or vulnerable, traits characteristic of femininity, 
they saw their ability to draw on their wisdom and experience as strength; rather than 
viewing themselves as physically frail and passive, they saw themselves as intellectually 
active.   
 
RD: You argue spirituality can be an important aspect of men’s identity. How so?   
 
TC: We are all spiritual people. It is what makes us human. We ask ourselves: "Who am 
I?" "Why am I here?" "What is the meaning of my life?"  These are human questions that 
challenge us to look deep within ourselves to understand our identity.   
 
Spirituality is also about being able to connect with others and the external environment, 
including divinity, in search of enlightenment.  
 
Yet the spirit is often a part of ourselves that we neglect. It only tends to be in times of 
crisis that we undertake soul searching to better understand ourselves and nurture our 
spirit.  
 
For men, this may be further exacerbated by a cultural ideal that discourages men from 
reflecting on life or discussing their spiritual needs. In fact, it is precisely at times of 
vulnerability that men are expected to be stoic and self-reliant in order to get through the 
crisis.   
 
RD: “Brian”, a retiree in his early 70s talked about becoming more philosophical, 
more peace loving . . .  
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TC: There was a tendency amongst many of the older men in the study to reject 
standards of masculinity emphasizing stoicism and invulnerability and, instead, to 
negotiate what masculinity meant for them.  
 
As Brian demonstrates, aging brings with it wisdom that allows one to reflect on life and 
develop a masculine sense of self that is more peaceful and reflective, and less aggressive 
and remonstrative.   
 
RD: Services for older people have been dubbed  “male unfriendly.” Do you have 
any tips? 
 
TC: I was at a conference recently where a presenter talked about men living in a 
residential aged-care facility and her attempts to engage them in conversational activities.     
 
She introduced weekly talking sessions just for men (although facilitated by women). The 
group met informally over a cup of tea. To spark conversation, the facilitator would hold 
up a picture of an object, such as a tree or flower, and invite the men to share their 
thoughts and feelings on the subject.   
 
Not surprisingly, the program wasn’t a huge success with the male residents. Just putting 
men together in the same room does not create a masculine environment. Men born 
around the time of the Great Depression do not regard conversations on subjects, such as 
flowers, while having a cup of tea as a particularly masculine activity – quite the reverse, 
in fact. 
 
Some residential care facilities here in Australia have introduced a happy hour for men. 
At five o’clock in the afternoon, the men get together and have a beer and a chat before 
dinner.  It has been hugely successful, and many of the men say that it is the highlight of 
their day.   
 
Another program that has been extremely successful, particularly for older men, is 
“Men’s Sheds.”  The idea is that men like to talk shoulder-to-shoulder, not face-to-face.  
So providing a community shed for men to get together and work on projects (woodwork, 
metalwork, etc.,) provides a context for men to socialize and communicate in a way that 
is comfortable for men.   
 
Some of the residential care facilities have built sheds on site for residents. At the same 
time, others prefer to take the men to sheds off site and get them actively participating in 
the community. Although the Men’s Shed movement started in Australia, the concept has 
gone international and there are now programs in Canada, too. 
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Study: Assisted Living Residents Welcome Local Students 
 
What happens when residents of an assisted living facility and adolescents from the local 
school mix for crafts, exercise, spelling bees and sing-a-longs? Friendships blossom and 
age barriers fall away, says a new study. 
 
The brainchild of an elementary school teacher, the Meadows School Project was 
launched in rural British Columbia in 2000. A Grade 6 teacher obtained permission to 
relocate her class to a nearby assisted living residence (Coldstream Meadows) for five 
weeks in October and November and three weeks in May. From Monday to Thursday, 
students took the short bus ride from the school to facility and back again at the end of 
the day.  
 
Arlene Carson and colleagues from the University of Victoria (Victoria, B.C.) reported 
their findings online in the Journal of Intergenerational Relationships  (December 12, 
2011). 
 
Learning about growing old  
 
The Coldstream Meadows facility is ideally suited to an intergenerational program with 
spacious grounds and ample space for students to play during recess. An unused chapel 
near the residents’ lodge served as the students’ classroom. 
 
The founding teacher organized the project in close collaboration with the facility owners 
and staff and the students and parents. As the program progressed, motivated residents 
helped to plan and lead some activities. Students volunteered to set lunch tables and serve 
tea to residents 
 
As a component of the curriculum, the students learned:  

• about the aging process; 
• strategies for communicating with persons with hearing and speech impairments; 
• common chronic conditions; and  
• how to interact respectfully in social situations. 

 
On-site activities 
 
Twice daily, the residents and students worked in pairs or as part of a group at the 
facility. 
 
Activities included:  

• armchair fitness classes; 
• seasonal craft projects (such as Halloween pumpkin carving); 
• science fairs; 
• spelling bees; 
• sing-a-longs; and   
• celebrations. 
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Connecting generations 
 
The study found the program nurtured social bonds among participants through a variety 
of activities.  
 
Here are some examples:  
 
Physical activity: Residents and students engaged in fine and gross motor movements, 
including: 
 

• armchair fitness classes led by the recreation coordinator; and 
• walks around the grounds by one or two students paired with a resident. 

 
Project experiences: One student described his favourite experiences: “The things that I 
enjoyed most were painting the pumpkins, sharing our science experiments with the 
residents, joining [residents] for tea, sharing our collections and just visiting.”  
 
Physical contact: Students provided residents with regular hand massages. 
 
Door knocking: Students knocked on residents’ doors to invite them to participate in 
activities. “She [the resident] was so excited that we remembered to come and get her for 
an activity that she hugged me and thanked me for remembering her,” one student said. 
 
Mentorship: Both groups helped to mentor each other. “The kids have helped me a lot, 
just by giving me the gumption to bring my crochet work out and show it,” one woman 
said. “And I know I was laughing and giggling and having a good old time.”  
 
The students helped dispel stereotypes about the younger generation. “I think that they 
[the residents] really enjoyed our company,” one student explained. “And I think it totally 
made them realize that we’re not bad. We’re just kids.” 
 
Equal partners: Finally, the parents remarked on the egalitarian nature of the 
relationships forged between old and young: “They think that they [students and 
residents] just connected as people. I don’t think either party was condescending to the 
other,” said the mother of one student. “And that was really awesome because people 
tend to be condescending to kids and seniors . . . and they were able to break through 
that.”  
 
Boost for residents 
 
The project resulted in many positive outcomes for older adults.  
 
As the former recreations activities director put it: “The residents are out of their rooms 
more. They have more energy. They’re more animated and talking. You don’t see so 
much sort of aimless wandering. There’s more purpose to where they’re going.” 
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A current resident when asked whether the project had health benefits for her replied, “It 
did me a wonder, a wonder of good.” 
 
And finally, the daughter of a former resident said: “I think it helped her self-esteem. 
Because the children enjoyed hearing her stories and she enjoyed telling them.” 
 
Upside for students 
 
The program also fostered understanding and friendship among the students and 
residents.  
 
“I think the most surprising thing I learned is how much they love children, they love us 
so much,” one student said. “I was really surprised to see how much fun they had with 
us.”  
 
“It was fun getting to know what it was like when they [residents] were younger . . . how 
they lived,” another student noted. 
 
“I learned that they [residents] can still learn a lot of stuff even though they are old,” 
another remarked.  
 
Asked what surprised him most about the project, one boy said, “The most surprising 
thing was about by buddy . . . she flew planes!”  
 
Program wins hearts 
 
The innovative project strengthened bonds between the old and young, promoting zest 
and community well-being. More broadly, researchers say the project offers a template 
for how a burgeoning older population can contribute to intergenerational partnerships 
and be valued for who they are. 
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Interview: Will Boomer Women Redefine Golden Pond? 

 
In Bag Lady or Powerhouse? A Roadmap for Midlife (Boomer) Women (Detselig 
Enterprises), gerontologist Lillian Zimmerman argues that midlife women have what it 
takes to reconfigure everyday meanings and experiences of growing old.  
 
 
An octogenarian and mother of two boomer daughters, Zimmerman is a long-time 
associate of the Gerontology Research Centre at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, 
B.C. She specializes in gender issues for older women.  
 
AHB reached her in Vancouver. 
 
Ruth Dempsey: So where did you grow up?  
 
Lillian Zimmerman: I was born in Montreal, Quebec, and have no siblings. When I was 
10, my parents decided to move to Vancouver. My parents were a stable and loving 
couple. It was during the Depression and times were hard.  
 
RD: What sparked your interest in aging? 
 
LZ: I got old. Also, I have been a lifelong feminist – well, since the 1960s. As I aged, I 
began to take notice of the way older women are mostly “ invisible.”  I followed the data 
and reports, and I found single, older women to be among the country’s poorest (as are 
some men, too), but nobody seemed to pay much attention. 
 
RD: Early on in your book, you describe the positive aspects of boomer women’s 
lives.  What are these?  
 
LZ: Boomer women grew up in such different times to mine. When they were young, 
they were part of the '60s and '70s student and other protest movements, especially the 
women’s movement, that of Afro-Americans and also Gay Pride. These have influenced 
many boomer women’s lives.   
 
They are far more independent than we were – we married young, became housewives 
and had children. Now younger women are in the paid workforce, more educated, stay 
single longer, and when they do marry, or live common law, they have children later in 
life – and have fewer of them.  
 
I am far from saying their lives are a bed of roses. In fact, I detail challenges facing 
boomer women in my book including, lower salaries, inadequate pensions, care giving 
responsibilities and ageist beliefs that target women in particular. 
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That said, when I was growing up, it was time to “move upwards”, building lifelong 
careers often in one job, trading up small houses for larger ones, having two cars and so 
on. I am describing how we made it into the middle class. Not everybody did, of course.  
 
But in that era we saw the development of social welfare in Canada – medicare, public 
pensions and unemployment insurance. There was more of a collective ethos. A sense of 
people looking after each other was reflected in social policy. Now, sadly, these 
institutions are seriously threatened. 
 
Still, I believe midlife women have what it takes to tackle problems today. At least, I feel 
it is within their grasp to level the playing field.  
 
RD: You predict that senior centres will one day be replaced by “maturity centres” 
with libraries, exercise rooms, health-care staff and travel agents. Why wait? 
 
LZ: Well, that’s up to the boomers now.  I wrote that as a fantasy because I am so 
opposed to all the fear mongering about the crisis of “aging populations,” and older 
persons draining the medical and pension coffers and threatening to bring down our 
entire economic system.   
 
Also, it is time to get rid of the word “senior.” It has the connotation that once a person 
becomes 65 they begin a downward slide. This, of course, is not true. I dreamed up the 
term maturity centres to counteract this. 
 
RD: You make this point elsewhere. For instance, in your Globe and Mail article 
(September 19, 2011), you argue it’s time to recognize the positive contributions of 
older people . . .    
 
Absolutely! Older people contribute to the economy. In fact, it’s been estimated that the 
time, energy and money that older Canadians contribute to the economy may reach $5 
billion annually. 
 
And, like everyone else, older people pay taxes. Large numbers work as volunteers and 
many give liberally to charities. 
 
Many grandparents, especially grandmothers, help their adult children and grandchildren 
in important ways such as childminding. They reach out when they are in financial or 
other difficulties. They help them purchase homes. And, when they can, they give 
generously to their grandchildren for education, sports and other fees, and to buy things 
for themselves. 
 
I want the contributions of grandparents to be recognized. I think that is now starting to 
happen. 
 
RD: So, what advice do you have for women retiring today? 
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LZ: Above all, do not internalize the crisis mentality about the horrors of aging. And 
ignore the “decline regime” as the writer Margaret Gullette calls it. 
 
In our youth oriented culture, we are made to feel useless, and urged to use “anti-aging 
products” and so on. Utter nonsense! See yourself as a capable, experienced person who 
has given much to your family and society and will continue to do so. Refuse to decline! 
 
RD: You say one of the rewards of longevity is the company of your adult 
grandchildren. How so? 
 
LZ: I have four grandchildren. They bring ways of understanding the younger 
generations, what interests them, what motivates them, so it teaches me a lot. It is really 
important to know the worlds of those younger than ourselves, and not to be scornful of 
what they do, as in “ Well, in my day…”.   
 
I have a humorous chapter about my grandkids and me in Shari Graydon’s book: I Like 
the Way My Hands Look.  
 
RD: On turning 85, you told one interviewer that life is better now in some ways. 
How so? 
 
LZ: I have far more confidence now than I ever had. I make decisions quite quickly, 
rather than back and forthing for ages trying to figure out what to do. I’m not always 
right, but most of the time I have done the right thing.   
 
Also, I am hardly concerned with what others think of me, except for people I truly value.  
I also feel quite relieved that I no longer have to worry about furthering my career. I 
pretty well do what I want to do, as long as I feel responsible about my choices. 
 
RD: What nourishes your spirit? 
 
LZ: Darned if I know! I saw a film about five older women in England, aged 85 to 102. 
One of these remarkable women said it was anger that kept her going. She is the 102 
year-old, and is shown heading a huge anti-war protest in London!  
 
In my case, I know social injustice has fueled my flames. Also, I have been blessed with 
relatively good health, which has allowed me to remain engaged and keep on reading and 
writing – I published my book at age 82. I had never thought of anger as a life-enhancing 
asset, but it looks like we have a lot to learn about its positive effects. 
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ROUNDUP 

 
WRITING A POEM HELPS ME TO LIVE GRATEFULLY:  Born in 1912, Naomi 
Wingfield of Guelph, Ontario (Canada) began writing poetry in her early 80s.  
 
At the age of 98, two years after moving to a retirement residence, Wingfield explained 
how writing poetry changed the tenor of daily life: “When I am screaming inside at not 
hearing in the dining room or not being able to read, the creativity of writing a poem 
helps me to live gratefully.”  
 
Here are two of her poems: 
 
Youth is a Flying Horse 
 
Youth is a flying horse 
age slows to a walk on sand  
now I notice sea shells. 
 
Change 
 
My attic has changed. 
For fifty years we stored our treasures there, 
my mother’s wedding dress 
great-grandfather’s solemn face in the ornate frame 
love letters from high school days. 
 
Change. My house is sold. 
I return grandchildren’s drawings. 
My brother’s wife cherishes letters from war-time years. 
My daughter has my mother’s dress. 
 
The attic is bare, 
but my heart is full 
of what has been. 
 
The poems appeared in the Journal of Aging, Humanities, and the Arts (Vol.4, 2010). 
 
TYZE NETWORK: BRIDGING FORMAL AND INFORMAL CARE: In 2011, the 
Financial Times listed Tyze among “the world’s most innovative aging projects.” The 
Vancouver-based company is a private, Facebook-style social network that allows older 
adults to share private information with their family, friends, caregivers and health 
providers. In 2010, founders Vickie Cammack and Al Etmanski were recipients of the 
Canadian Psychological Association’s Humanitarian Award.  
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CLIMATE CHANGE: AN ISSUE OF INTERGENERATIONAL JUSTICE: The 
director of the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies says that humanity is facing 
extreme weather events which would have disastrous effects for large areas of the planet.  
 
“The situation we’re creating for young people and future generations is that we’re 
handing them a climate system which is potentially out of their control,” Jim Hansen told 
the Guardian during an April visit to the U.K. to receive the prestigious Edinburgh Medal 
for his contribution to science. “We’re in an emergency: you can see what’s on the 
horizon over the next few decades with the effects it will have on ecosystems, sea level 
and species extinction.” 
 
Hansen said current generations have a moral duty to their children and grandchildren to 
take immediate action. 
 
Meanwhile, Bill McKibben, author of The End of Nature and founder of 350.org, is 
urging people around the globe to unite for Climate Impacts Day on May 5, 2012.  For 
details: www.climatedots.org. 
 
ROBOT COMPANIONS SERVE THERAPEUTIC PURPOSE: Interest continues to 
grow in how robotics can enhance care. Preliminary findings by researchers at the 
University of Manitoba say robot companions may be valuable in improving 
communication and social interaction among older, agitated persons living with dementia 
in long-term care settings. 
 
The first of its kind in Canada, the paper describes research in which Paro (a robotic baby 
harp seal) was used as part of a summer training program for students (Canadian Journal 
on Aging, March 2012).  
 
The Interdisciplinary Summer Research Program provides an opportunity for students to 
work at Deer Lodge Centre, a 431-bed long-term care and rehabilitation facility in 
Winnipeg, Manitoba. See AHB Nov/Dec 2009 for the interview with Lorna Guse, the 
lead investigator. 
 
 


