
We might take it for granted, but all across Canada, caregiving is happening in our homes, 
families, and communities. Caregivers nurture children to become secure and happy adults; they 
support loved ones who are struggling, ill or in recovery; and they make it possible for a parent 
to age at home. This labour is foundational to our society, filling important gaps in our health and 
social systems.1 And yet, the work of caregivers is largely invisible, unpaid and often comes with 
enormous costs to mental health and well-being.

Cracks in the Foundation:
Supporting Caregivers’ Mental Health

What is caregiving?
Caregiving is the support a person provides to someone who isn’t 
able to fully care for themselves because of disability, age, illness, or 
other reasons. The care can be practical, physical, and/or emotional. 
It is often provided informally within the home by family members, 
friends or volunteers. When the care is informal (meaning unpaid), we 
refer to the people who provide it as caregivers.
Caregiving can also be formal, meaning it is paid work. We refer 
to this group as care providers and they include nurses, personal 
support workers, respite workers, social workers and case managers.

What do caregivers do?
•	 Provide love, attention, and help meet social, emotional 

and psychological needs

•	 Provide personal care (dressing, bathing, feeding, 
mobility)

•	 Manage the household, do housework, shop, 
plan and cook meals

•	 Arrange medical appointments and/or 
provide transportation

•	 Purchase and/or manage medications

•	 Provide wound care and other medical 
supports

•	 Act as a communication bridge with 
healthcare providers, teachers, 
or family members

•	 Schedule outings, arrange program 
enrolments and social activities

•	 Manage finances/financial planning, 
legal issues

•	 Monitor developmental milestones, 
research supports and anticipate needs



Who provides care?
About 1 in 2 Canadians aged 15 and older report that they provided care to an aging loved one or 
someone with a long-term health condition or a disability. About 35% of those providing care also juggle 
caregiving with paid work. 

Anyone can become a caregiver, but some people carry much more of the load.

In Canada: 
•	 Women perform significantly more unpaid caregiving2 and household labour than men, even when 

working full-time. More than half (52%) of Canadian women provide care, whether paid or unpaid, to 
children or care-dependent adults3 and they are also more likely than men to take leaves from paid 
employment to do caregiving. 

•	 Statistics Canada estimates that women perform about 6.3 more hours per week of unpaid labour 
than men and that, in 2019, unpaid household labour in Canada was worth somewhere between 
$516.9 and $860.2 billion, or about 25.2-37.2% of Canada’s GDP, which is more than all the 
manufacturing, wholesale and retail industries combined.4 

•	 Among those who provide care for a loved one who is aging or has a disability or health condition, 
more women (64%) than men (36%) report that they take on 20+ hours per week of care.5



•	 “Sandwiched” caregivers: 13% of those providing unpaid care are dual (or “sandwiched”) caregivers, 
caring for both children and care-dependent adults at the same time. They are called “sandwiched” 
because they are squeezed between the needs of two generations. Women (7%) are slightly more likely to 
have this responsibility than men (5%).6 

•	 Caregivers who are racially diverse make up a significant portion of caregivers. In Canada, over half 
(52.7%) of people living in multigenerational households are racialized and 40.5% were born outside of 
Canada. Many of these households include seniors, often single older women, who give and/or receive 
care in the home.7 
•	 Caregivers who are racialized report spending more time researching and navigating supports and 

having greater financial hardship than non-racialized caregivers.8 

•	 Caregiving creates financial hardship, particularly for low-income 
families. 

•	 Only between 8-11% of Canadians receive federal tax credits for 
caregiving. Caregivers in Canada report that financial support is 
their greatest unmet need.9

•	 Migrant care providers are vulnerable to exploitation, abuse, and 
wage theft. Without the protections available through permanent 
residency, Canadian citizenship and strong labour standards, they 
often work long hours, have low wages, lack of compensation and 
adequate food and accommodation, and experience 
precarious housing, isolation, and violations of privacy.10 

•	 Children sometimes have adult responsibilities 
as caregivers to a parent or family member who 
has a disability due to an illness, medical 
condition, or substance use problem. These 
children are one of the most invisible groups 
of caregivers and they report higher rates of 
anxiety, depression, and feelings of 
social isolation.11

Caring can take its toll 
While caring for others can be rewarding, it can 
also be stressful. Caregiving can make our 
health and mental well-being suffer due to:
•	 Chronic stress that develops into 

depression, anxiety, substance use 
health problems or physical healt 
problems

•	 Distress, sleep and emotional 
problems

•	 Exhaustion and burnout
•	 Isolation and stigma
•	 Strain on relationships
•	 Feelings of overwhelm, 

loss of control, or grief 



Caring can take its toll (continued)
•	 Loss of earnings and opportunities (social and financial) due to disruptions in paid employment 

and academic studies (e.g., ability to attend or succeed in school)
•	 Financial pressures and debt
•	 Less time for relaxation, vacation, self-care or rest12

Among all unpaid caregivers in Canada,
•	 Distress is twice as high for caregivers who live with the person they are caring for
•	 56% reported feeling tired because of their caregiving responsibilities
•	 44% felt worried or anxious during the past 12 months13

•	 Sandwiched caregivers are more tired (69%), worried/anxious (65%) and overwhelmed (50%) than 
those caring only for an aging parent or child14 

Having supports really does make a difference 
Caregivers who have insufficient support are more stressed and have poorer mental health compared to 
caregivers who receive support. 
•	 32% without support said they were dissatisfied with life compared to 15% who had support
•	 36% without support reported that most days were quite or extremely stressful, compared to 21% 

who had support
•	 23% without support reported poor or fair mental health, compared to 14% who have supports.15
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