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A scan was undertaken to assess older women’s civic 

engagement in Canada which was accompanied by a 

review of the published academic literature. Additionally, 

reach-out was done to various organizations that provide 

services and represent the voices of women and seniors in 

Canada.  

 

Older women in Canada volunteer their time 

frequently 

Data from national surveys in Canada show 1/3 of older 

women (age 65+) volunteer their time, and 37% of these 

women volunteer for over 180 hours per year (1). The top 3 

areas that older women volunteered their time for include: 

spending time on committees/boards; event/activity 

organization; and fundraising (2). 

Older women in Canada access community groups 

Older women are more likely than older men to access seniors’ groups, cultural, 

educational, or hobby organizations, as well as religious groups. Older women’s access 

to seniors and religious groups is more prevalent in older vs younger cohorts of older 

women (i.e., those 75 and older) whereas accessing cultural, education, or hobby 

organizations is more prevalent for those in younger cohorts (i.e., those 65-74) (1).

Both older men and older women provide caregiving; but the tasks are 

gendered 

Older women provide caregiving to spouses and children at similar rates to older men. 

However, the tasks that women perform follow gendered role expectations and include 

tasks that require longer hours and are orientated in the domestic sphere of the home, 

limiting interaction with the broader community. Women are more likely than men to 

report doing meal preparation, cleaning, and laundry. They are more likely than men to 

attend to personal care needs (e.g., bathing and feeding), to attend medical treatments, 

to manage scheduling and care coordination, and to provide emotional support. Men 

slightly outpace women in providing transportation, doing household maintenance and 

yard work, and managing finances (3).  
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Older women’s experiences and activities with civic engagement are poorly 

documented 

The scoping review of both the academic literature and the activities described by 

women’s organizations and senior centres point to a dearth of evidence of older 

women’s civic engagement activities. National surveys done by Statistics Canada can 

provide information on voting rates as well as how seniors are spending their time, yet 

little is documented that captures the specific contributions that older women make. 

Academic literature in Canada has explored barriers and facilitators to volunteering as 

well as health-benefits, but very little is documented in terms of older women’s political 

impact. Women’s organizations reported that services and advocacy was aimed to 

include women of all ages, and that older women were instrumental in setting up 

organizations and acting as board members, but very little was available that highlighted 

older women’s contributions or that directed energy to specifically solicit the 

involvement of older women. The experiences of racialized and Indigenous older women 

and older women with disabilities were notably absent. Canada’s scarcity of data and 

examples is not unique; the experiences and contributions of older women are poorly 

understood globally (4). 

Older women and formal volunteering 

Both academic data and national statistics are able to describe rates of participation 

through formal volunteering, although the gendered experiences with volunteering and 

the types of volunteering opportunities is under-explored. While many women’s groups 

and senior’s organizations were investigated and reached out to, the specific mention of 

older women acting as volunteers was not highlighted. Organizations reached through 

personal communications (e.g., video-calls, direct emails) seldom mentioned the roles of 

older women although upon providing a prompt, many did identify that older women 

who were founders or long-time members continued to be involved through meetings, 

committees, or board activities. Older women’s motivations for participating in formal 

volunteer opportunities focused on the importance of social connection. 

Older women and voting 

Elections Canada data is able to provide an estimation picture of voting habits based on 

demographic information (5) and provides some analysis of the intersectional 

experiences of older women noting that older women and sponsored immigration 

seniors are at greater risk to abuse due to factors such as financial dependency, social 

isolation, disability among others and that barriers such as transportation, voter 

identification, and disability status hinder seniors from accessing voting (6,7). Analysis of 

voting behaviours overwhelming examines seniors as a whole, with more focus on voting 
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technologies and methods (e.g., mail-in voting). Older women’s political decisions to vote 

or experiences accessing voting is un-explored in the available literature.

Older women and collective political participation 

In Canada, women’s experiences with collective political participation activities such as 

protesting or running for political office has received more attention. Notable examples 

focusing on older women in this category include Older Women’s Network, the 

Canadian-originating Raging Grannies and the work captured in the Aging Activism 

Project (examples include the Grandmothers Advocacy Network). These examples 

made note of the intersecting stigma and discrimination faced by older women impacted 

by both ageism and sexism. Canadian organizations focused on a women’s perspective 

around a specific issue (e.g., gender-based violence, gender parity in elected positions, 

cultural connections) noted that their services were available and targeted women 

across the life course, yet these organizations rarely tailored or promoted their activities 

to reach the audience of older women.  
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