Older women and civic engagement in Canada

Participation in social and civic life is correlated with
having a healthier and happier lives and is, therefore, the
cornerstone of many healthy aging or active aging
strategies (1,2). This group of fact sheets explore how
older women in Canada are engaging with their
communities, including their barriers and avenues to
participation, and how their intersectional identities shape
their involvement. Social policy recommendations for
groups serving women and seniors are also made.

In the broadest terms, social or civic participation is
associated with greater cognitive functioning (3) easing
loneliness (4), and general improvements in self-reported
quality of life (5). Additionally, civic participation and
engagement is connected to community vitality and is the
cornerstone of democratic processes (6,7). Community
members who are actively engaged in shaping their
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physical, social, and economic environments of their communities are happier and
healthier, and the communities they live in are more connected (8,9). How an individual
interacts with their community, and how much power and agency they have to shape
their community, have profound direct impacts on their health and wellbeing.

Civic engagement activities can also be framed as shifting government obligations to
under-resourced communities, who are then working to uphold social safety nets.
Therefore a critical perspective is needed to understand the implications of promoting
civic engagement when it is linked to concepts of healthy and successful aging.

The connected fact sheets will explore the topic of older women and civic engagement
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Defining civic engagement

Research strongly points to the benefits of participation and engagement in society, yet
there is little consensus in defining these terms and their associated activities. Clarity
around terminology ensures that activities are described accurately. This reduces
ambiguity allowing for better communication of goals, and creates clearer pathways
forward to connect more individuals with the benefits of being involved in their
communities. Precision in terminology can also reveal gaps in our knowledge and
uncover unrecognized contributions and inequities, especially for marginalized groups.

Various terms have been used to describe the scope of activities in which an individual
interacts with others. Social participation, civic participation, civic engagement,
community engagement, community involvement, political participation, and political
engagement, all offer a specific version of an individual’s interaction with their
community. Governments, municipalities, and organizations can use these terms
interchangeably. Important differences exist in how we understand and use these terms.
This requires clarification to ensure a common understanding of activities and how
individuals and groups take up those activities. For example, establishing an accessible
chair yoga class or pickleball club at a local recreation centre will offer positive health
benefits associated with social connection. These types of activities have been broadly
categorized as social participation, community engagement, and civic engagement,
depending upon who is describing the activity. Membership of a sport or recreational
organization is categorized as a civic engagement activity by the Canadian government,
as it reflects a Canadian citizen’s exercise of their rights and freedoms guaranteed under
the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (10). Other groups would not categorize
this type of activity as being civically orientated as it doesn’t necessarily constitute an
individual shaping the policies that have a direct impact on their community or
neighbourhood. Formally volunteering at an organization is often described as both a
form of social participation and civic engagement (11-13), yet obscures the
contributions made by individuals who provide service to their communities informally
(14).

In examining older women'’s civic engagement within Canada, we adopted a definition
that included activities that took place on an individual as well as collective level, across
both social and political dimensions (see Table 1). While some activities more readily fit
themselves into broad understandings of civic engagement (e.g., voting, participating in
protest activities, fundraising for one’s community), other activities are less clear, such as
unpaid caregiving and the occasional provision of assistance to others (e.g., shoveling
snow from a neighbour’s driveway, food preparation and delivery to a sick neighbour).
When civic engagement is defined in terms such as membership with an organization,
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performance of voting or petition-signing, and signing up as a volunteer to perform
unpaid labour for a group then we can measure rates of participation. However, by
adopting terms that include only formal volunteer settings or counting political
participation, we are too narrowly defining what it means for an individual to be actively
engaged in the civic life of their community. Informal activities, many of which take place
in private domains (i.e., in one’s homes rather than at a public space), are more likely to
be performed by women, by racialized groups, and by individuals impacted by poverty
(14,15). Lack of recognition of this type of work distorts our understanding of who is
performing community-orientated work and devalues their contributions. Examining
definitions has important implications in how we discuss and recognize the work being
done by individuals in service to their community, how and what types of activities are
promoted and funded, as well as how community groups attract and activate community
members.

These fact sheets draw upon conceptual definitions of civic engagement using the
categories defined by Serrat et al. (16) that differentiate between individual vs. collective
forms of participation and whether that participation is social or political in nature (Table
1). More recent suggestions in academic literature propose a 5th category, “caregiving”
to distinguish between helping behaviours that happen within and outside of the family
(16). These distinctions will be helpful in future research when categorizing how seniors
spend their time.
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Table 1: Categories of the different types of civic participation (Serrat et al., 2022)

Civic Participation

Social Participation Political Participation
Individual Forms Type 1 Type 3
Prosocial/helping/altruistic | Voting

behaviours outside family
Donation of money/in-kind | Contacting political
supports to charities/NGOs | representatives

Donating money to political
parties and organizations
Signing petitions

Writing
letters/emails/blogs/articles
with political content
Boycotting and political
consumption

Other individual political
manifestations

Collective Forms Type 2 Type 4
Participation in Running for or holding a
volunteering, community, public office

or charitable organizations

Working on campaigns
Participation in political
organizations or forums
Protest activities
Participation in social
movement organizations
Other collective political
manifestations
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