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OLDER CANADIANS

by Susan McDaniel

lderly people can no longer expect to

spend their senior years living with
their families. This is particularly teuc for
older women, who as widows are more
and more likely to be living alone. With
more seniors living on their own, emotional
support from family may not be as casy to
come by as in the past. It takes some eftort
by the individual, as well as by family and
fricnds, to maintain the socky contact they
want.

Family tics contribute o an individual's
well-being. Whom one calls on for help is
an indication of how important family
members and others are to a person’s ¢mao-
tional well-being, and also reveals the social
nerworks that exist. How often people
interact with their family is an important
factor in maintaining these ties.

Emotional support
According to the General Social Sury
spouscs and

children were the main

sources of emotional support for most of

the theee million Canadians aged 65 and
over in 1990, When asked who they
would rurn to first when they were a bit
down or depressed, older women tended
to report a larger v

support than did men. Itis notsurprising.
therefore, that while a relatively rge pro-
portion of marricd (including common-law)
seniors reported that they would turn to
their spouse for support, it swas more
common for men this 1ec (15903 1o do so
than it wuas among women (370, Marriced
women were more lkely to seek support
from onc of their children (2390 o from
atriend (1O a) than wore mien (157, and
Rt

respectivelyy. This relative isolation
of marricd men swhen it comes o cmotional

SuUpport is further filusinned by their

ricty of sources of

greater tendency not to seck support tom
anvonce. More than twice the proportion

Ormen (1224 ) as womaen (5%) reported they
would not seek support from anvone. ‘

Women aged 63 and over [l()-l living
with aspouse were most likely 1o sav [hc\\'
would wrn 1o a daughter for Cn)()’li()l]:il

support (2890, while only 169, of the

AL SUPPORT
ITACTS OF

men without spouses would do so. Both
wWomaen and moen were fess likely to turn
Lo son than to a doaughiier (12% and 7 %.
respectivelyy The lesser tendeney for men
to taen to a child, whether a son or &
duaughter, is somewhat underestimared by
these pereentages. since only 3% of men
said they had never had children, compared
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with 12% of the women. Men, on the
other hand, would most likelyv turn 1o a
{ricnd (24 7). whercas this was the case for

(74

onlv 16% of women

When upscet with i spouse or partner,
many older Canadians (269) said they
would turn to one ot their children, their
daughters in particular, for support. More
women (319%) than men (21%) would
turn toa child for support in these circum-

stances. A slightly higher proportion of

women (89%) said they would seek support
from a friend than did men (3%). About
15% of both men and women would seck
help from a professional when upsct with
their spouse or partner. However, many
older Canadians (27%) reported that they
didn’t know to whom they would turn for
supportand 219 said they would notseek
support fromanyone. A larger proportion
of men (24%) than women (10%)
reported they would not tlk to anvone
when upsct.

Distance and contacts with children

The personal contact elderly parents had
with their grown children swho had left
home was certainly influcnced by how far
away they lived, and also likely depended
on the quality of the relationship. As the
distance from the child increased, the
frequency of contact felt. No matier how
Lar parents lived from their child, however,
few suid they had not seen the child arall
in the previous 12 months.

In 1990, older Canadians tended to live
close to the child with whom they had the
most contact, with about one-half living
within 10 kilometres. Among parents
living this close to the ¢child with whom
they had the most contact, 26% saw their
chitd on a daily basis and 60% saw them
at least once a week. Another 229% of the
parents lived within 11 to 30 kilometres.

More than one-half (33%) of the clderly
visited weekly with the child in question.
Another 36% had monthly visits, When
parents tived over 50 kilometres away, visits
were mainly monthly orat longer intervals.

I 1990, just 7% of elderly parents Hived
over 1,000 Kilometres away from the child
with whom they had the most contact.
Visits over this distance require time,
moncey and motivation. [tis therelore not
surprising that over two-thirds (69%)
reported seeing their child less than once
amonth, and 23% reported no personal

contact at all in the previous 12 mondhs.

Older women, regardless ol distance,
tended to sce their chitd more often than
did men. Men were more likely than
women to have had no personal contact
atall over the yvear preceding the survey.

Most men (T4%) and women (68%)
aged 65 and over thought that the amount
of personal conuact they had with their
adult children was just right. Men were
slightly happicr than women with the
frequency of contact. About one-quarter
of marricd men and one-third of married
women said they saw their child less olten
than they would like. More widowed men
(33%) than widowed women (27%) were
unhappy about the amount of contact

they had. Very few seniors, regardless of

gender or marital status, expressed concern
about sceing their child more often than
they would like.

Contact with sisters and brothers
Most older Canadians with brothers and
sisters still alive had relatively little personal

ly men and women

28%

16%

12%

9%

7% 7% 6%

31%

24%
23%

16%

9%

7%

5%

Daughter Son Sibling

sources exceeded 5%.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 1990.

1 Includes persons without sons, daughters, siblings, etc. 3
2 Includes neighbours, co-workers, clergy, docters, professianal counsellors, others, and don't know. None of these specific

Other
relative

Friend No one Other?

Reference child
The “child” referred to in the dis- Distance Daily Weekly Monthly Less than  Not at Total
cussion of distance and contacts manthly all2
with children, is the “‘reference
child™ defined by the 1990 General 0-10 Km 23 64 10 3 0 100
Social Survey. This is the child with 11.50 Km 5 59 36 5 1 100
whom the respondent reporied having

55 21 1 100
the most contact. Only adult children 51-100 Km 2 a
who did not live with the respon- 101-200 Km i} 8 49 40 2 100
dent were eligible to be sclected as 0 4 25 71 _ 100
the reference child. In addition, only 201-400 Km
people who had children (i.c., natural, 401-1000 Km 0 - 6 89 2 100
step, adoprted) still alive at the time More than 1000 Km 0 _ 9 64 29 100
of the survey were asked to select a
reference child and answer questions 1 Child with whom they had the most cgn[ac[,h

- thi ild s A i i 2N sonal contact in the previous 12 months.

ﬂl?(:ﬁll}thlS IC:I:CI and their celationship Souorcilfrsmlistics Canada, General Social Survey, 1990.
with the child.
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contact with their siblings in 1990, That
vear, 40% saw them Jess than once A
month and another 18% had not scen
their siblings at all. On the other hand,
reported monthly conuct, 17%
reported weekly contact. and 5% saw onc
of their siblings every day.
Older men and women maintained the
same frequency ol contact with their
sisters and brothers overall, More swomen
(43%) than men (30%) saw them less
than oncce a month. However, more men
22%) than women (15 %) reported they
had not seen them at all during the pre-
vious 12 months.
Older women who had never married
reported the most personal contact with

18%

their sisters and brothers. As many as 15%
saw them daily and another 30% saw their
siblings at least once a week. Never-married
men sere the next most frequent visitors
ol their siblings: 12% saw their siblings
daily and 23% on a weekly busis,

Married men aged 63 and over nuin-
tained about the sume amount of contact
with their siblings as did marricd women
aged 65 and over, with one in five secing
them daily or weekly. Divorced men were
more likely to have daily contact than
were divorced women. Widowed men
and wamen saw theie siblings less fre-
quently than did others.

Women had contact with sisters and
brothers by telephone or letier more often
than did men. Daily and wecekly contacy
with brothers or sisters by phonc or mail
was maintained by 39% of women, com-
parcd with 25% of men.

Distance and contact with parents

In 1990, approximately onc-half of
middle-aged Canadians (aged 45-04)
reported that at least one of their parents
was still alive. This is no surprise in light
of the dramatic increase in the odds of
living well into old age. Personal con-
tacts with elderly parents reported from
the middle-aged child’s point of view
provides an additional perspective on
family tics.

Most middle-aged Canadians (57%)
whose mothers were still alive saw their
mothers at least once a month. Personal
contact declined, however, as distance
from mothers increasced. About 80% who
lived svithin 10 kilometres of their mothers
sasy them weekly or daily. The proportion
who saw their mothers at least weekly
dropped to about one-half (52 %) lor thosc
living from 11 to 50 kilometres away.

Daughters tended to see their mothers
more often than did sons. Middle-aged
svomen (86%) had a greater tendeney than
men (T3%) to visit with their maothers
daily or weekly if they lived within 10
kilometres. Men, although (requent weekly
visitors ol mothers. tended more toward
monthly visits. For example, among men
who lived 11-30 kilometres from their
maothers, 3% saw their mothers weekly
and another 43% saw them monthly,
Among women living the same distance

awiy, SO% saw their mothers weekly and
359 saw them monthly. Witdh increased
distunce from maothers, women still saw
them more often than men did. For men
living S1-100 kilometres away, 14% saw

their mother weekly and 63% monthly.
However, 39% of the women living this
distance away had weekly visits, while
49% had monthly visits.

For fathers, the pattern was different.
Fewer respondents had fathers who were
still alive because of men’s lower life
expectancies. Also, men tend to be older
than their wives. It was principally the
middle-aged children living within 10
kilometres of their fathers who maintained
daily or weekly contact (76%). Among
children living 11-50 Kilometres away
from their fathers, 3% saw them daily.
Another 19% said they saw them ac least
once a week and another 47% said at least
monthly. For those living 51-100 kilometres
away, none sasv their fathers daily. How-
ever, 3% had wecekly contact, and another
69% had monthly contact.

The most frequent of these parent-child
contacts were between daughters and
mothers (41% of daughters saw their
mothers daily or swweekly). Ten percent of
daughters had notscen their mother in the
past year, and the same pereentage had
not scen their fathers. Personal contact
between sons and their fathers occurred
the least frequently. Only 20% of sons saw
their fathers daily or weekly, 40% saw
them less often than montdhly, and another
18% did not sce them at all. This is con-
sistent with men’s greater emotional
distance from family members alluded to
by the information on clderly men's
sources of emotional support, as sell as by
how olten sons and hushbands are the first
choice for that support. However, one

Petsonal contacts with siblings, by men and women aged
165 and-over, 1990
43%
E] Men
38%
] women
22%
19%
172, 18% 17%
15%
59 6%
| ]
. Daily Weekly Monthly Less than Not at all!
| monthly
i
prew S omonthy

Seriad Survine, 1490
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Sisters and brothers
Older Canadians reported farge
numbers of sisters and brothers
relative to younger Canadians. This
is not surprising in vicw of the large
family sizes of the older generation.,
In 1990, more than onc-half (54%)
ol pcople aged 65 ar over reported
coming from familics where they
had five or more siblings. Only 4%
of men, and 3% of women reported
having no siblings, while 8% of men
and 10% ol women had only one.
More seniors reporied having
sisters who were still living than
brothers. This is expected given that
women generally live longer than
men. Among those aged SO or over,
about 60% of both men and women
reported having a living ~ister. In
conerast, '

22

IA% ol men and 337 of
women in chis age group reported
having a living brother,

S
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should also consider difterences hetween
middle-aged men and women when it
comes to how fleable their nme s, with

more sons than Jdaochicers i the Labour

force. How old or dependent the parent
is could wso be o facror, sinve celderly
fathers are onaverige vounger and fess apt
to be alone than clderly mothers,
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Contacts with grandparents

Grandehildren are an importm paet of the
clderhs fimily environment. In 1990,
over one-third of Canadians with i grind-
parentsall living saw at least one of ticir

srandpirents once a month or more: RIS
had daily contct, another 14 had
weeklvoand another 22% saw their grand-

1 Aged 45-64.
2 No personal contact in the previous 12 months.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 1990.

e 10% )
18% Not at all
" 30% 36%
S Less than monthly
40%
g 23%
R 20% Monthly
29% 26%
) 17% Weekly
6% | 4% S 6% 3% Daily
Daughters Sons see Daughters Sons see
see mothers mothers see fathers fathers

parents at least once a month, 1t was
common. however. to seea grandparent
less Teequentdy than once amonth (419).
Another 20% had not seen their grand-
parents in over 12 months,

Young adults aged 15-29 saw their
Lrandparents more often than did people
dged 25-440 People who had never married
reported more frequent contact with their
grandparents than others. This may in part
be u rellection of age.

The contacts by telephone or by feter
that persons aged 15 and over had with
their grandparents were quite similar in
frequency to personal contacts. As many
as 3% had daily contact by letter or
phone. Another 13% tlked or wrote 10
their grandparents weekly. Another 22%
had this tvpe of contact on a monthly
basis. whilc 33% were in contact by
phone or muil less than once 2@ month.
However, 29% of Canadians aged 15 or
over had no contact with onc of their
grandparents by letter or phone in the yvear
before the survey.

It is difficult to compare the level of
personal contact between those aged 15
vears and over and their grand-parents
with the level of contact middle-aged
children have with their parents. The
frequency of personal contact between
middle-aged sons and their fathers ranks
low compuared to the other parent-child
relationships, but it closcly resembles the
frequency of contact berween grand-
children and grandparents. Given the
areater distance in terms of kinship, grand-
children appear to be doing their part.

Canadians are living longer. With access
10 pensions and increascd mobility, morc
older Canadians arce living alonc or living
with rheir spouses and no children.
Women continue, on average, 1o outlive
their spouses. With the growth in the
clderty population, this means an
increasing number of older women are
living alone. The extended lamily
houschold is becoming a thing of the past.
Conscquently, contacts with family
members can no longer be taken for granted
as the result of living together. For older
Canadians to hold onto the feceling of
security that family represents, someonc
must make the effort to maintain contact.

® The number of senjors surveyved in the 1990
GSS was doubled with the support of the
Seiiors Secretariat, Health and Welfare
Canada.

Susan McDaniel isa
Professorat the Univeir-
sity of Alberla.
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