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Grandparent Health and Family WellBeing
Rachel Margolis, Ph.D.
Canada’s 7.1 million grandparents1 and greatgrandparents make unique, diverse and valuable contributions to
families and society, serving as role models, nurturers, historians, sources of experiential knowledge and more.
As with the general population, the grandparent population in Canada is aging rapidly, sparking some concern in
the media and public discourse about the potential impact of this “grey tsunami.”
However, despite being older, data show that the health
of grandparents has improved over the past 30 years.
This trend can positively impact families, since healthy
grandparents can have a higher capacity to contribute to
family life and help younger generations manage family
responsibilities such as child care and household finances.

Improving grandparent health enhances
their capacity to contribute to family life
and help younger generations manage
family responsibilities.

Canada is aging, and so are its grandparents
The aging of the grandparent population mirrors broader population aging trends across the country. According to the
most recent Census in 2016, 16.9% of Canada’s population are seniors, nearly double the share in 1981 (9.6%) and
the highest proportion to date.2 This growth is expected to continue over the next several decades: projections show
that nearly onequarter (23%) of Canadians will be 65 or older by 2031.3 Furthermore, the oldest Canadians (aged
100 and over) are currently the fastestgrowing age group: there were 8,200 centenarians in 2016 (up 41% since
2011), and projections from Statistics Canada show that this group is likely to reach nearly 40,000 by 2051.4
In this context, it’s perhaps no surprise that the overall grandparent population is also aging. The share of grandparents
who are seniors grew from 41% in 1985 to 53% in 2011, and the share of grandparents who are aged 80 and older has
grown even faster, nearly doubling from 6.8% in 1985 to 13.5% in 2011.5
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Life expectancy increases fuel grandparent population aging
One of the underlying factors fuelling the aging of the grandparent population is the fact that Canadians are living
longer. According to Statistics Canada, life expectancy at birth has continued to rise steadily, reaching 83.8 years
for women and 79.6 years for men in 2011–2013.6 This represents an increase of about a decade over the past half
century, with women and men gaining 9.5 years and 11.2 years, respectively, since the years 1960–1962.
In addition, more people are reaching seniorhood than in the past because of mortality declines at ages below age 65.
Data from Statistics Canada shows that the average share of female newborns who can expect to reach age 65 rose
from 86% for those born in 1980–1982 to 92% for those born in 2011–2013, while this share increased from 75% to
87% for males during the same period.7
People are also living longer as seniors, as reflected
in ongoing increases in life expectancy at age 65 – a
useful measure of the wellbeing of older populations
since it excludes mortality for those who do not reach
seniorhood. According to estimates from Statistics
Canada, life expectancy at age 65 in 2011–2013 was
21.9 years for women and 19 years for men – up by 3
years and 4.4 years, respectively, from 1980 to 1982.8
Another contributing factor to the aging of grandparents
is the fact that on average, women are having children
at older ages than in the past – a fertility trend that
increases the age of transitioning into grandparenthood.
The average age of firsttime mothers has risen steadily
© Bigstock 91393322
since 1970, from 23.7 to 28.8 years in 2013.9, 10 The
number of firsttime mothers aged 40 and older has
also grown, rising from 1,172 in 1993 to 3,648 in 2013
Delayed fertility contributes to the aging of
(+210%).11 As more women postpone childbearing
the grandparent population since it increases
until later in life, their transition to grandparenthood
will also likely occur later. Today’s new grandparents
the age of transitioning into grandparenthood.
are baby boomers, a generation in which many women
delayed fertility for education and work experience. Their children are also having children later, and the fertility
postponement of two generations together is influencing the pattern of later entry into grandparenthood.
Despite the aging of grandparents, grandparenthood accounts for a growing portion of many people’s lives. Even
though people are becoming grandparents later, they are living longer as grandparents. The longer period of time
spent in the grandparent role can extend opportunities for forming, nurturing and strengthening relationships with
younger generations. According to my recent research, the average number of years that someone can expect to
spend as a grandparent given today’s demography in Canada is 24.3 years for women and 18.9 years for men12 –
that’s approximately two decades in which they can continue to play a major role in family life.

Despite being older, grandparents are healthier
In addition to living longer, data from the General Social Survey (GSS) suggest that grandparents in Canada today
are far more likely to report living in good health than in the past. The proportion who rate their health as “good/very
good/excellent” has increased from 70% in 1985 to 77% in 2011, while the share reporting “fair/poor” health has
fallen from 31% to 23%. Overall, the odds of grandparents reporting that they are in good health are 44% higher
in 2011 than in 1985.13
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A number of trends have contributed to health
improvements among grandparents and older
Canadians in general over the past halfcentury. There
have been significant advances in public health that
have facilitated disease prevention, detection and
treatment. Among other factors, this has led to major
reductions in deaths from circulatory system diseases
(e.g. heart disease), which has been one of the biggest
contributors to gains in life expectancy among men
over the past halfcentury.14
Another factor contributing to improvements in
the health of grandparents in Canada is the rising
educational attainment of this population.15 Research
shows that education can improve health both in direct
and indirect ways throughout life. Direct impacts can
include enhancing one’s health literacy, knowledge,
interactions with the health care system and patients’
ability and willingness to advocate for themselves when
engaging with health care providers. Indirect impacts can
include an increase in one’s resources (e.g. income) or
occupational opportunities (e.g. being less likely to have
a physically demanding and/or risky job, and more likely
to have a job with health benefits).16

© Bigstock 147720437

Education has been associated with
greater health, which is significant
because the share of grandparents
who have completed postsecondary
education has more than tripled over
the past three decades.

These are important factors to consider in the Canadian context, since the share of grandparents who have
completed postsecondary education has more than tripled over the past three decades, from 13% in 1985 to
nearly 40% by 2011.17

Healthy grandparents can facilitate family wellbeing
Grandparent health can have a significant impact on families. When a grandparent (or multiple grandparents) is
living in poor health, families are often the first to provide, manage or pay for care that supports their wellbeing.
This is particularly true for senior grandparents receiving care at home; the Health Council of Canada estimates
that families provide between 70% and 75% of all home care received by seniors in Canada.18
Data from the 2012 GSS show that nearly 3 in 10 Canadians (28%) reported providing caregiving to a family
member in the past year, and agingrelated needs were the most commonly cited reason for care (reported by
28% of caregivers). Grandparents accounted for 13% of all Canadians who received care, and they were also the
most frequent recipients of young caregivers’ (aged 15 to 29) assistance, 4 in 10 of whom cited a grandparent as
the primary recipient.19
While 95% of caregivers say they’re effectively coping with their caregiving responsibilities, research has found that in
some contexts, it can have a negative impact on their wellbeing, career development and family finances.20 This can
be particularly true for the threequarters of caregivers who are also in the paid labour force, accounting for more than
onethird of all working Canadians.21
On the other hand, when grandparents are living in good health, families can benefit in a variety of ways. In addition to
the fact that it means they are less likely to require caregiving assistance, they are also more likely to be able to make
positive contributions to family life, such as providing child care and contributing to family finances.
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Grandparents provide child care to younger generations
Many grandparents play an important role in caring for their grandchildren, which can help parents in the “middle
generation” manage their child care and paid work responsibilities. A number of economic, social and environmental
trends have converged in recent decades that have increased the significant contributions they make to families with
regard to child care.
Over the past four decades, the share of dualearner
couples in Canada has increased; in 1976, 36% of
couples with children included two earners, a rate that
nearly doubled to 69% by 2014. In more than half of
these couples (51%), both parents worked fulltime,22
which means they were more likely to rely on non
parental care for their children. This is supported by data from the 2011 GSS: while nearly half (46%) of all parents
reported relying on some type of child care for their children aged 14 years and younger in the past year, the rate
was higher (71%) for dualearner parents with children aged 0 to 4 and children aged 5 to 14 (49%).

Many grandparents play an important role in
caring for their grandchildren, which can help
parents in the “middle generation” manage
their child care and paid work responsibilities.

The evolution in family structure and composition across generations has also contributed to more families relying on
nonparental care for their children. The share of loneparent families has increased significantly over the past 50 years,
rising from 8.4% of all families in 1961 to approximately 16% in 2016.23 Data from the 2011 GSS show that nearly 6 in
10 lone parents of children aged 4 and under (58%) report that they rely on nonparental care.
Sometimes grandparents are solely responsible for raising their grandchildren when no middle (i.e. parent) generation
is present. The 2011 GSS counted 51,000 of these “skipgeneration families” in Canada, which was home to 12% of
all grandparents who live with their grandchildren.24 Some of those who live with their children are more likely than
others to live in skipgeneration homes, such as people reporting a First Nations (28%), Métis (28%) or Inuit (18%)
identity (compared with 11% among the nonIndigenous population).25
Lastly, many parents may rely on grandparents for
help with child care if they can’t find quality, regulated
child care spaces in their communities. In 2014, the
availability in regulated, centrebased child care spaces
was only sufficient for onequarter (24%) of children
aged 5 and under across Canada.26 While this is a
significant increase from 12% in 1992, it still leaves
more than 3 in 4 children in this age group without
an available regulated child care space. The availability
of child care (or a lack thereof) is significant, since it
can affect whether or not parents in coupled families
can both participate in the paid labour market.
The cost of child care can also lead parents to turn
to grandparents for child care assistance. This is
© Bigstock 170060963
particularly true for families living in urban centres.
One 2015 study on the cost of child care in Canadian cities, which used administrative fee data and randomized
phone surveys conducted with child care centres and homes, found that the highest rates in Canada were in Toronto,
where estimates showed median unsubsidized rates of $1,736 per month for fullday infant care (under 18 months of
age) and $1,325 for toddlers (aged 11/2 to 3).27
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Grandparent involvement can enhance child
wellbeing
Regardless of the reason grandparents spend time with
their grandchildren, their involvement in family life can
benefit the wellbeing of children. Studies have shown
that grandparent involvement in family life is significantly
associated with child wellbeing 28 – in particular, it has
been associated with greater prosocial behaviours and
school involvement.29 The benefits aren’t limited to
children, either, as other research has shown that close
relationships between grandparents and grandchildren
can have a positive impact on mental health for both.30
Among First Nations families, grandparents have also
been found to play an important role in supporting
cultural health and healing among younger generations.31
The broader context of improving grandparent health is
good news for many families, since their better health can
make it easier to participate in activities with children and
grandchildren, and research shows that these interactions
with younger kin can be more rewarding in this context.32, 33

© Bigstock 171017369

Research shows that grandparent involvement
in family life is significantly associated with
child wellbeing, including greater prosocial
behaviours and school involvement.

Many grandparents play an important role in family finances
Improvements in grandparent health can also enhance their capacity to engage in paid work, which can improve their
own finances and facilitate contributions to younger generations.
While there isn’t much recent data on the employment
Improvements in grandparent health also
patterns of grandparents in Canada per se, rising rates of
enhance their capacity to engage in paid
working seniors have been well documented over the past
work, which can improve their own
several decades. Between 1997 and 2003, the paid
labour force participation rate for seniors ranged
finances and facilitate contributions to
between 6% and 7%, but this has steadily increased to
younger generations.
around 14% in the first half of 2017 (and an even higher
rate of 27% for those aged 65 to 69).34 Since approximately 8 in 10 seniors in Canada are grandparents,35, 36 it’s clear
that a growing number of grandparents are working today.
The potential for grandparents to contribute to family finances through paid work can be particularly important for
the 8% who live in multigenerational households.37 According to data from the 2016 Census, this is the fastest
growing household type, having grown in number by nearly 38% between 2011 and 2016 to reach 403,810 homes.38
Similar to patterns found among skipgeneration families, this living arrangement is more common among
Indigenous and immigrant families, which both represent a growing share of families in Canada.
Data from the 2011 GSS showed that among the 584,000 grandparents living in these types of homes, more than half
(50.3%) reported that they have financial responsibilities in the household. Some were more likely than others to
contribute to family finances: rates were significantly higher for those living in skipgeneration households (80%) and
multigenerational households with a loneparent middle generation (75%).39
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Opportunities are growing for grandparent–family relationships
While the aging of the general and grandparent
population in Canada presents certain societal
challenges, notably with regard to community care,
housing, transportation and income security, their
rising life expectancy and improving health present
growing opportunities for individuals and families.
Many grandparents already help younger generations
with fulfilling family responsibilities, such as child care
and managing family finances, and this will continue
in the years ahead – a positive side of the story that is
often lost in narratives about the “grey tsunami.”
As the health of grandparents has improved over the
years, many have been able to enjoy a greater quantity
© Bigstock 69241552
and quality of relationships with younger family
members. As families adapt and react to their evolving social, economic and cultural contexts, they will continue
to play an important – and likely growing – role in family life for generations to come.
Rachel Margolis, Ph.D., is an Associate Professor in the Department of Sociology at the University of Western Ontario.

1 Statistics Canada, Distribution of the Population by Age Group and Grandparent Status, Canada, 2011 and 2001 (GSS Table 15), page last updated November 30, 2015.

Link: http://bit.ly/2x8XLQN.
2 Statistics Canada, “Chapter 1. Demographic Trends and the Geography of Aging,” A Portrait of Seniors in Canada, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 89519XWE

(February 2007). Link: http://bit.ly/2tBICVg.
3 Statistics Canada, “Age and Sex, and Type of Dwelling Data: Key Results from the 2016 Census,” The Daily (May 3, 2017). Link: http://bit.ly/2pFbNWT.
4 Statistics Canada, “Census in Brief: A Portrait of the Population Aged 85 and Older in 2016 in Canada,” Analytical Products, 2016 Census, Statistics Canada

catalogue no. 98200X2016004 (May 3, 2017). Link: http://bit.ly/2tcMFIf.
5 Rachel Margolis and Natalie Iciaszczyk, “The Changing Health of Canadian Grandparents,” Canadian Studies in Population 42:3–4 (2015).

Link: doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.25336/P6J88R.
6 André Lebel and Stacey Hallman, “Mortality: Overview, 2012 and 2013,” Report on the Demographic Situation in Canada, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 91209X
(July 12, 2017). Link: http://bit.ly/2tjwOf2.
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
9 Anne Milan, “Fertility: Overview, 2009 to 2011,” Report on the Demographic Situation in Canada, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 91209X (July 2013).
Link: http://bit.ly/2veBhNt.
10 Statistics Canada, “Census in Brief: Young Adults Living with their Parents in Canada in 2016,” Analytical Products, 2016 Census, Statistics Canada catalogue
no. 98200X2016008 (August 2, 2017). Link: http://ow.ly/YWdz30eAS6S.
11 Statistics Canada, Live Births, by Age and Parity of Mother, Canada (CANSIM Table 1024508), page last updated October 26, 2016. Link: http://bit.ly/2o4EP4D.
12 Rachel Margolis, “The Changing Demography of Grandparenthood,” Journal of Marriage and Family 78:3 (June 2016). Link: http://bit.ly/2xPF3gC.
13 Margolis and Iciaszczyk, 2015.
14 Yves Decady and Lawson Greenberg, “Ninety Years of Change in Life Expectancy,” Health at a Glance, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 82624X (July 2014).
Link: http://bit.ly/2tbozO1.
15 Margolis and Iciaszczyk, 2015.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.
18 Health Council of Canada, Seniors in Need, Caregivers in Distress: What Are the Home Care Priorities for Seniors in Canada? (March 2012). Link: http://bit.ly/2wfqAwG.
19 Maire Sinha, “Portrait of Caregivers, 2012,” Spotlight on Canadians: Results from the General Social Survey, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 89652X

(September 2013). Link: http://bit.ly/1jxgAAm.
20 Martin Turcotte, “Family Caregiving: What Are the Consequences?” Insights on Canadian Society, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 75006X (September 2013).

Link: http://bit.ly/1cZSoSJ.

8

GRANDPARENT HEALTH AND FAMILY WELLBEING

The Vanier Institute of the Family

21 Employment and Social Development Canada, “When Work and Caregiving Collide: How Employers Can Support Their Employees Who Are Caregivers,”
Report from the Employer Panel for Caregivers (January 27, 2016).
22 Sharanjit Uppal, “Employment Patterns of Families with Children,” Insights on Canadian Society, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 75006X (June 24, 2015).

Link: http://bit.ly/1Nen7gR.
23 Statistics Canada, “Fifty Years of Families in Canada: 1961 to 2011,” 2011 Analytical Products, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 98312X2011003 (September 2012).

Link: http://bit.ly/2uM5wL2.
24 Anne Milan, Nadine Laflamme and Irene Wong, “Diversity of Grandparents Living with Their Grandchildren,” Insights on Canadian Society, Statistics Canada
catalogue no. 75006X (April 14, 2015). Link: http://bit.ly/2uFeD3E.
25 Milan, Laflamme and Wong, 2015.
26 Martha Friendly et al., Early Childhood Education and Care in Canada 2014, Childcare Resource and Research Unit (December 31, 2015). Link: http://bit.ly/2uFtTO1.
27 David Macdonald and Thea Klinger, They Go Up So Fast: 2015 Child Care Fees in Canadian Cities, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (December 2015).

Link: http://bit.ly/2mGC7i5.
28 Julia Griggs et al., “‘They’ve Always Been There for Me’: Grandparental Involvement and Child WellBeing,” Children and Society 24:3 (May 2010).

Link: http://bit.ly/2vviQYt.
29 Jeremy B. Yorgason, Laura PadillaWalker and Jami Jackson, “Nonresidential Grandparents’ Emotional and Financial Involvement in Relation to Early Adolescent

Grandchild Outcomes,” Journal of Research on Adolescence 21:3 (September 2011). Link: http://bit.ly/2gtpYxL.
30 Sara M. Moorman and Jeffrey E. Stokes, “Solidarity in the Grandparent–Adult Grandchild Relationship and Trajectories of Depressive Symptoms,” Gerontologist

56:3 (June 6, 2014). Link: doi:https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnu056.
31 Grace E. Thompson, Rose E. Cameron and Esme FullerThomson, “Walking the Red Road: The Role of First Nations Grandparents in Promoting Cultural Well

Being,” The International Journal of Aging and Human Development 76:1 (February 4, 2013). Link: http://bit.ly/2uJ6xa4.
32 Diane N. Lye, “Adult Child–Parent Relationships,” Annual Review of Sociology 22:79 (August 1996).
Link: http://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.1146/annurev.soc.22.1.79.
33 Merril Silverstein and Jeffrey D. Long, “Trajectories of Grandparents’ Perceived Solidarity with Adult Grandchildren: A Growth Curve Analysis Over 23 Years,”
Journal of Marriage and Family 60:4 (November 1998). Link: http://bit.ly/2xB6R9l.
34 Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey Estimates (LFS), by Sex and Detailed Age Group (CANSIM table 2820001), page last updated July 1, 2016.

Link: http://bit.ly/2uFWN0v.
35 Estimates show that 79%–84% of senior women and 72%–84% of senior men were grandparents in 2011.
36 Margolis and Iciaszczyk, 2015.
37 Milan, Laflamme and Wong, 2015.
38 Statistics Canada, “Families, Households and Marital Status: Key Results from the 2016 Census,” The Daily (August 2, 2017). Link: http://bit.ly/2vm6Vva.
39 Milan, Laflamme and Wong, 2015.

The Vanier Institute of the Family

GRANDPARENT HEALTH AND FAMILY WELLBEING

9

The Vanier Institute of the Family
94 Centrepointe Drive
Ottawa, Ontario K2G 6B1
Canada

L’Institut Vanier de la famille
94, promenade Centrepointe
Ottawa, Ontario K2G 6B1
Canada

Tel.: 6132288500
info@vanierinstitute.ca
www.vanierinstitute.ca

Tél. : 6132288500
info@institutvanier.ca
www.institutvanier.ca

© 2017 The Vanier Institute of the Family / L’Institut Vanier de la famille

