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Ruth Ho, tucking in her mother, 
Rose, is one of an estimated 
134,000 Lower Mainlanders 
caring for aging relatives. 
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parents and spouses age.
Ho had a high-powered job in the fash-

ion industry before her mother fell ill. She 
had to give up her career and move Rose 
into her condo, and now her life revolves 
around her mother, a former nurse, who 
needs around-the-clock care. 

“As it has advanced, she’s needed more 
and more time . . . it just consumes, 24 
hours.” Caregiving, Ho said, “has taught 
me patience like I have never known.” 

Ho is a member of Canada’s vast invis-
ible health-care workforce, an army of 
family caregivers estimated at up to 2.7 
million strong, according to Statistics Can-
ada. These Canadians provide an estimat-
ed $25 billion in free care each year. 

“They prop up the whole system for 
free,” said University of Victoria associ-
ate professor of nursing Kelli Stajduhar, 
who has been researching caregiving for 
more than 12 years. 

“Family caregivers actually are the 
primary health-care system in Canada. 
The system would completely collapse if 
they didn’t have the caregiver labour of 
families,” Stajduhar said, adding some 
caregivers even do the work of nurs-
es, administering medicines or giving 
injections.

According to Statistics Canada’s 2008 
report, Eldercare, one in five Canadians 
over 45 were caring for a senior in 2007. 
In the Lower Mainland/Sea-to-Sky area, 
this translates into 134,000 residents 
aged 45 to 65 looking after aging seniors. 
A quarter of senior caregivers are seniors 
themselves, meaning another 165,000 
seniors in the region are struggling to 
give care as they themselves age. Near-
ly 60 per cent of caregivers were wom-
en, three-quarters were married and 57 
per cent were also employed. Seventy 
per cent of senior care was provided by 
close family, for anywhere from five to 
more than 13 years.
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The biggest myth of 
caregiving? That you won’t 
be a caregiver.

“I think the myth is that we 
will be untouched by it,” said 
Cindy Bouvet of the North 
Shore Caregiver Support 
Program. “We aren’t taught 
what it is and we don’t see it 
because we no longer have 
multiple generations living 
together. We’re afraid to think 
about it because we don’t 
want to deal with our parents’ 
mortality. But then people are 
blindsided.”

The reality, Bouvet said, is 
best described by former U.S 
First Lady Rosalynn Carter’s 
quote: “There are only four 
kinds of people in the world: 
those who have been caregiv-
ers, those who are currently 
caregivers, those who will be 
caregivers and those who will 
need caregivers.”

mythbuster

TOUGHER 

Ruth Ho is one of 134,000 Lower 
Mainlanders who are caring for a 
senior. She says it’s really tough.

Ruth Ho has fought cancer 
twice. But the Vancouver res-
ident says that’s nothing com-
pared to how hard it’s been to 
care for an aging parent.

“My cancer was so much easier,” 
said Ho, who has been caring for her 
89-year-old mother, Rose, who has 
advanced dementia, for five years.

“My cancer was all about me and my 
decisions. I was in control. But with my 
mother, I don’t have that control. That 
is really, really hard.”

Ho will soon be among the first wave 
of baby boomers to enter their senior 
years. Her story paints a stark picture 
of what they will be up against as their 

free,” said University of Victoria associ-
ate professor of nursing Kelli Stajduhar, 
who has been researching caregiving for 
more than 12 years. 

primary health-care system in Canada. 
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they didn’t have the caregiver labour of 
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caregivers even do the work of nurs-
es, administering medicines or giving 

PHOTOS BY RIC ERNST ! PNG

We asked: Have you had 
difficulty getting needed care 
for an aging family member? 
What needs to change to make 
this an easier process?

I am an aging senior and my 
husband is disabled. We have 
a hard time getting any medi-
cal services. For some reason, the 
medical society doesn’t want to 
spend health-care dollars on us 
old guys, even though it was our 
money that built that hospital. We 
are expendable in this society and 
we get shoved around because 
they know they can.

— Marian Grandy, Aldergrove
To see more answers, go to 

theprovince.com/boomerangst

boomerangst
What we need to do to prepare for our aging communities

“Family caregivers actually are the primary 
health-care system in Canada. The system 
would completely collapse if they didn’t have 
the caregiver labour of families.”   

— University of Victoria associate professor 
of nursing Kelli Stajduhar

mythbuster
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Rose Ho has her 
shoes removed by 

her daughter, Ruth 
Ho, who gave up her 
job five years ago to 
care for her mother.
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But even as society needs family caregiv-
ers, it isn’t doing enough to support them, 
said Cindy Bouvet, co-ordinator of the 
North Shore Community Resources care-
giver support program, B.C.’s largest. 

“We need local caregiver support pro-
grams in every community. You would 
be astounded by how few there are,” 
said Bouvet, a caregiver herself for her 
86-year-old mother. “The caregiver 
needs to be seen as a partner in care, but 
they are seen as somebody who gets in 
the way. Caregiving is not valued.”

Her organization has run programs 
for caregivers such as support groups, 
 webinars, art therapy, yoga, music, drum-
ming, dance and improv sessions to help 
ease the burden. 

The stress of caregiving can be debilitat-
ing. One 1999 U.S. study found stressed 
elderly caregivers of spouses have a 
63-per-cent higher mortality rate.

“It’s a job that takes a huge amount of 
emotional, physical and financial ener-
gy,” said Barb MacLean, executive direc-
tor of Victoria-based Family Caregivers’ 
Network Society. 

“The research is very clear that caregiv-
ers are at a higher risk for illness them-

selves and suffer depression and chronic 
illness. They get too little sleep, they can 
have a terrible diet, no time for exercise, 
and they can be too busy to go to the doc-
tor. Their needs are put last,” she said.

“But if the caregiver gets sick, then 
what? You’ve got more people entering 
the health-care system and ultimately 
being placed into a facility.” 

Caring for a loved one with a long-term 
degenerative condition can be especial-
ly hard.

Jan Robson, the Alzheimer Society of 
B.C. dementia helpline co-ordinator, 
said the helpline gets more than 100 
calls a month.

“You’ll often hear a lot of anger: ‘This 
wasn’t in the retirement plan.’ And there 
can be denial,” she said. “There can be 
depression on both sides, the person 
with dementia and the caregiver.”

Self-care is key to prevent burnout.
“When you are dealing with Alzheim-

er’s or another dementia, this is a mar-
athon, not a sprint, so you have to look 
after yourself,” Robson said.

In order for society and its caregivers 
to cope, government, health-care and 
legal reform will be crucial. 

See and hear how Ruth Ho 
meets the challenge
theprovince.com/
boomerangst

video

How can you prepare for the challenges of care-
giving?

Reach out and start making plans long before 
you need to, advises Barb MacLean, executive 
director of the Victoria-based Family Caregivers’ 
Network Society.

MacLean says families often leave it until too 

late, when they are in crisis and can only react.
“You don’t want to think about the worst-case 

scenario. But with the first boomers turning 65, it’s 
time to be having that conversation with your fami-
ly, to be proactive and talk about the tough stuff.”

Once a caregiver is looking after a family mem-
ber, the most important thing to do to help their 

loved one is to help themselves first. 
Caregiver burnout, MacLean said, can be crush-

ing. “Over time, they are giving more and more 
and just don’t see it coming. They are doing less 
and less for themselves and not taking a break or 
eating or resting and they are not asking for help. 
It’s OK to ask for help.”

Don’t leave 
it too late

go to theprovince.com 
to read these essays:

Sharon Carstairs
Canadian senator 
and chair of the 
Special Senate Com-
mittee on Aging 

“Although the 
health-care sys-
tem continues to 
increase the bur-
den on caregivers, 

we have failed to recognize that 
trend . . . and to put in place mea-
sures to ease the financial, emo-
tional and psycho-social effects 
on caregivers. “

Canadian senator 
and chair of the 
Special Senate Com-
mittee on Aging 

“Although the 
health-care sys-
tem continues to 
increase the bur-
den on caregivers, 

we have failed to recognize that 

Kelli Stajduhar
Associate profes-
sor at the University 
of Victoria and care-
giving researcher

“If someone you 
love is dying, it is 
emotionally pain-
ful. Imagine that 
while this is hap-

pening, you have to take on a 
new job for which you are not 
trained, which has long hours, 
including at night, and you are on 
call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.”

Associate profes-
sor at the University 
of Victoria and care-
giving researcher

“If someone you 
love is dying, it is 
emotionally pain-
ful. Imagine that 
while this is hap-

pening, you have to take on a 

Barb MacLean
Executive director, 
Family Caregivers’ 
Network Society

“If you are a fami-
ly caregiver, know 
that you are not 
alone. Don’t wait 
until you are 
exhausted and 

overwhelmed. Reach out and 
ask for help now. There are 
resources and support available 
to keep you healthy so you don’t 
become a patient yourself.”

Executive director, 
Family Caregivers’ 
Network Society

“If you are a fami-
ly caregiver, know 
that you are not 
alone. Don’t wait 
until you are 
exhausted and 

overwhelmed. Reach out and 

Josie Padro
writer- researcher 
with Cindy  Bouvet, 
co- ordinator, 
 Caregiver  Support 
Project, North 
Shore Community 
Resources

“Rest and rejuvena-
tion play an impor-
tant role in a [care-

giver’s] ability to cope. Taking 
time for meaningful activities is 
a way to stay healthy, and it just 
may include an afternoon at the 
spa, fluffy robe and all.”
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Project, North 
Shore Community 
Resources

“Rest and rejuvena-
tion play an impor-
tant role in a [care-

giver’s] ability to cope. Taking 

A 2010 report from the Canadian Cen-
tre for Elder Law recommends changing 
employment laws to allow more income 
replacement, job protection and work 
flexibility for caregivers, increasing tax 
credits, ensuring pension plans don’t 
penalize caregivers and even creating a 
stipend for low-income caregivers. 

In the meantime, caregivers such as 
Ho keep giving as much as they can for 
as long as they can. 

“I’m very aware that I won’t have her 
for a long time, so I want to make sure 
her last years are her best and that she 
is happy and content. And I can say 
right now she is very happy and con-
tent,” Ho said. 

When caregiving gets hard, Ho tries 
to focus on the incredible gift she is giv-
ing her mother.

“When I put her to bed at night, 
she has gotten in the habit of saying, 
‘Thank you for taking such good care 
of me. I don’t know what I would do 
without you,’” Ho said. “Those are the 
wins you have to hold on to.”
! To read more about Ruth Ho’s 

story, visit  theprovince.com/
boomerangst.

“Caregiver support is not seen as part of our 
health-care system, as it should be. The caregiver 
needs to be seen as a partner in care, but they are 
seen as someone who gets in the way.”   

— Cindy Bouvet (left) of North Shore Community Resources

Share your 
stories or 

comment on these 
issues at              

theprovince.
com/
boomertalk
We’ve also set up a 
special website we 
hope will become a 
one-stop shop for 
resources and 
information need-
ed by seniors. It 
includes access to a 
panel of 10 experts 
who will answer 
your questions. 
Go to 
bcseniorhelp.com

nline
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See and hear how Lorraine 
Hubbs keeps her spirits up at    

theprovince.com/boomerangst
video

kinson’s, needed help. After Hubbs 
wrapped up her mother’s estate, her hus-
band, Ross, started showing Alzheimer’s 
symptoms, and he was diagnosed in 2005. 
She’s been his sole caregiver ever since. 

“It’s such an all-consuming responsi-
bility,” said Hubbs, as she sat with her 
husband on their back porch, holding 
his hand. 

“Unless you live with it 24/7 hours a 
day, 365 days of the year, you really don’t 
know what it is all about.”

Ross, a former truck driver, said it’s 
been hard on him, too. When he began 
getting lost on the job, he thought he 
“was having a nervous breakdown.”

Today, the 67-year-old, who is also dia-
betic, has trouble completing thoughts and 

asks the same questions repeated-
ly. He needs help with tasks such as 
shaving and has lost weight.

A caregiver support group has 
helped Hubbs cope, but she admits 
finding time for self-care is hard.

“Jeepers creepers, you’re so 
busy, you don’t have time.”

That’s why she was thrilled to 
discover a local caregiver appre-
ciation night. 

Langley resident Stephanie Lafre-
niere knows first-hand the stresses 
caregivers go through, raising two 
boys, working four jobs and flying 
to Arizona every six weeks to help 
her father, who is caring for her 
mother, who has dementia.

“It’s the sandwich generation. There’s 
guilt on both ends,” she says. 

Yet Lafreniere somehow found time 
to host a Caregivers Night Out last sum-
mer. Out of her own pocket, she treated 
30 of them to a free meal, a dance show 
and goody bags and prizes, no strings 
attached.

“It was just a reminder that someone 
sees that what you are doing is really 
heroic, and the recognition that you real-
ly need a break,” said Lafreniere.

Hubbs said it was a lovely escape. And 
if anyone can use a break, Hubbs can.   

! To attend the next Caregivers Night 
Out, email caregiversnightoutlangley
@gmail.com. 
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HANDS 
FULL, 
FIVE 
TIMES 
OVER

Lorraine Hubbs and 
husband Ross in earlier 
times (above) and at 
their Aldergrove home 
(left), where Lorraine now 
cares for Ross, who has 
Alzheimer’s.

profile

Lorraine Hubbs 
has had to care for 
five ailing family 
members, one after 
the other, since 1987

Since 1987, Lorraine Hubbs has 
worked constantly as a caregiver 
for five different people, making 
meals, doing errands and 

cleaning homes. But she hasn’t 
received a dime for it: They’ve all 
been relatives. 

The Aldergrove resident is one 
of the new wave of “serial care-
givers” — women who work, 
raise children, then take care of 
their parents and spouse, with 
no break. 

Hubbs began her “career” in 
family caregiving when she was 
a mother of three in her 40s and 
her father-in-law got cancer. His 
wife had debilitating arthritis, 
so Hubbs cared for their needs, 
quitting her job in office admin-
istration. After they passed away, 
her sister fell ill with Lewy body 
dementia, and Hubbs helped 
out until her sister passed away. 
Then her mother, who had Par-

On the kitchen table, dried fruit and nuts are accompanied 
by a reminder to Ross Hubbs to shave and shower.
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‘They say the hardest job on 
the planet is being a mom. 
I am a mom and I respect-
fully disagree. Caring for 

children, while a 24/7 job that is 
demanding and exhausting, is also 
full of hope and dreams for the 
future. The work of the caregiv-
er not only lacks hopes and dreams 
for the future, it involves watch-
ing the daily dehumanization of one 
you love. Changing a gurgling baby’s 
diaper does not compare to chang-
ing a grownup’s while they thrash at 
you, trying to hit away the fear and 
pain. A large and growing body of 

evidence reveals 
that providing 
care for a chron-
ically sick person 
can have harm-
ful physical, men-
tal and emotion-
al consequenc-
es for the care-
giver. Caregiving 
is hard and often 
exhausting work. 
Many caregiv-
ers are so over-
worked and iso-
lated that they 
are depressed 
and feel hope-
less. The work 
of care giving is 
often invisible 
and unappreciat-
ed. Care giving, 
in my opinion is 
the hardest, most 

stressful and demoralizing job on the 
planet. So I created Caregivers Night 
Out. No speeches with statistics and 
hints on how to cope. No advice or 
suggestions. Caregivers have access 
to such things already. Caregivers 
Night Out is a time to be appreciat-
ed and honoured. A time away, to be 
entertained and in a small way to be 
taken care of for a change.”

 — Stephanie Lafreniere, Langley mom 
and joint caregiver for her mother, who 

has dementia. She is founder of the free 
appreciation event Caregivers Night Out.

Stephanie 
Lafreniere with 
photographs of 
her mother and 

father. She’s a 
mom, a caregiver 

and the creator of 
Caregivers 
Night Out.

When Carole Frank joined the 
White Rock-Surrey Come Share 
Society’s support group for Par-

kinson’s caregivers to learn to help a 
friend, she never imagined she’d still 
be with them a decade later. 

But her 73-year-old husband, Bill, 
developed Lewy body dementia with 
Parkinson’s symptoms, so she stayed.

“It’s been a great place for us. The sup-
port is unbelievable,” said the 67-year-
old. “It was a place we could come and 
share our feelings about what we were 
dealing with . . . It helped me, and I 
learned a lot.”

The Parkinson’s support group is just 
one of the services the society provides, 
said executive director Sue McIntosh.

Last year, they held 68 education ses-
sions and helped 370 caregivers. They 
also offer adult day programs with music, 
cooking, games, speakers and activities, 
a program Frank’s husband attends.

“They’re then able to come in and 
say, ‘You know what we did today?’ and 
contribute to conversation with their 
caregiver. It makes such a difference,” 
McIntosh said.  

Another focus is ensuring Surrey’s 
South Asian population gets support. 

Caregiver coordinator Jas Cheema 
hosts topical programs on Punjabi 
radio, writes articles in local papers 
and holds seminars in English and 
Punjabi.

“We don’t even have a word for care-
giver [in Punjabi] . . . it’s just a given that 
you are going to look after your fami-
ly members,” Cheema explained. “But 
people are struggling . . . they don’t 
know that there is support out there.”

Frank agrees caregiver education 
is key. “These programs are great 
because you can get information to 
help yourself.”

‘THE SUPPORT IS UNBELIEVABLE‘
     At the Come Share Society, the difficulties of aging and illness are never faced alone

230
million

400,000estimated unpaid hours 
Canadian families coping 
with Alzheimer’s currently 
spend caregiving each year

756
million

estimated number of unpaid 
caregiver hours per year for 
those patients by 2038, if 
patient supports don’t improve

the number of equivalent 
years of work that represents

successstory

evidence reveals 
that providing 
care for a chron-
ically sick person 
can have harm-
ful physical, men-
tal and emotion-
al consequenc-
es for the care-
giver. Caregiving 
is hard and often 
exhausting work. 
Many caregiv-
ers are so over-
worked and iso-
lated that they 
are depressed 
and feel hope-
less. The work 
of care giving is 
often invisible 
and unappreciat-
ed. Care giving, 
in my opinion is 
the hardest, most Stephanie 

RIC ERNST ! PNGIAN LINDSAY ! PNG

THEPROVINCE.COM  | FRIDAY, OCTOBER 21, 2011

Caregiver Carole 
Frank (left) and 
project leader 
Julie Maxim of 
the White Rock/ 
Surrey Come 
Share Society.

Caregivers need a 
break, and here it is
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