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About 1 in 6 Canadians (17%)
were 65 years or older in 2016

About 1 in 4 Canadians (23%) are
expected to be 65 years or older in 2029

We are living in interesting times when it comes to aging. First, people are living longer than ever in history;
second, people have fewer children than in the past; in combination this has resulted – and will continue to
result in population aging. Currently, about 17% of the population is 65 years or older, in about 10 years (2029)
about 1 in 4 Canadians (23%) will be 65 years or older. For the first time ever in history, there are now more
older adults children aged 0-14 in Canada. Given this context, it’s important to look at how people can age well
and stay as healthy as possible for as long as possible – and by staying healthy I don’t just mean physical
health, but also mental health, stay happy, and satisfied with life.
So in the next few minutes, I want to talk a bit about two aspects of what it takes to age well - what we can do
to stay healthy, on the one hand, how the communities we live in need to support healthy aging.
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Promoting healthy aging – a healthy lifestyle

There has been a lot of research on healthy aging and many factors promote or are bad for healthy aging. I’m
just going to touch on a few key ones here – and you can discuss others amongst yourself after.
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Staying active is important. That includes physical activity – physical activity does not just include exercise per
se, or going to the gym or jogging etc, but also things like gardening and walking, which is especially popular
among older adults.
Physical activity has physical and mental health benefits – it’s good at any age – it’s good for little kids and very
elderly frail people. It slows down functional decline and recent evidence suggests it slows down cognitive
decline, so is linked to brain health, it makes us feel good. Any amount of physical exercise is better none.
Doing anything is better than nothing.
Not many of us will be breaking swimming records at 104, as Mr Timmerman shown in the picture here did,
but everybody can do something. E.g., when my mother-in-law was well into her 80s and was starting to have
mobility problems and needed a walker, whenever she stayed at our place she’d walk up and down our
hallway. And she’d say – I’m going to do some exercise. She did what she could and I’m sure it helped
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We also know that social engagement has many positive health and well-being benefits. Conversely, we know
that social isolation and loneliness have major health impacts. E,g, they increase the likelihood of heart
disease, stroke, depression, mortality, reduced immune system function, increased health care use, and the list
goes on. The negative consequences of being socially isolated are as strong as those for lack of physical
activity, and smoking. In fact, studies show that social isolation is as bad as smoking 15 cigarettes a day in
terms of its effect on mortality, on dying.
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We also know that people’s attitudes or mindsight makes a difference. People who have a positive outlook and
see the cup as half full end up in better health than those who are more pessimistic and see the cup as half
empty. One reason is that the negative mindset that we have in our heads can impact what we do.
‘I can’t do that”, “I’m too old for that” – thoughts like that prevent people from staying active whether
physically or socially– clearly Mr Timmerman, the champion swimmer in the earlier pictures didn’t think he
was too old to still swim competitively. And clearly, my mother-in-law didn’t think that way as she was walking
up and down my hallway.
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Other negative thoughts are “I don’t want to look old” or “that is for old people”. That kind of thinking
prevents people from modifying activities to their abilities – so these negative thoughts prevent people from
staying as active as possible. For example, if one can’t do regular standing exercises, sitting exercises are a very
good option – but it may mean a shift in mindset to say ‘if I can’t do the one thing anymore, what else CAN I
do’– and having participated in some of them, I can tell you they can be a very good workout.
Using assistive devices like canes is important when balance starts to be a problem. My father when he was in
his 80s and started to loose balance at first didn’t want to use a can because he didn’t want to look old. I would
say – get over it – first, a cane does not look bad, second, if it helps, use it.
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Promoting healthy aging – a healthy lifestyle

There are many other factors that promote healthy aging – eating healthy is important, sleep is important,
smoking is bad, a bit of alcohol helps – and genetic factors do play a role. All of these factors combine to affect
health – they are interrelated and interconnected in complex ways.
E.g., Becoming widowed is a major life transition– for both men and women, but particularly so for men who
tend to have smaller social networks than women. I’m not saying all men have small social networks, but
overall, men are more likely than women to have their spouse as the main social support. Becoming widowed
means of course grieving over the loss itself, if the spouse was the main social contact then that is lost, which
can lead to loneliness, the person may also not eat well anymore, possibly drink a bit more than is good, not
sleep well, as a result not go out as much anymore, so there is less physical activity, and ultimately this can
lead to depression, which in turn can result in more physical health problems which then leads to a physical
decline– on other words, there is a downward spiral.
As another example, a person who develops health problems can’t easily go out anymore and becomes
homebound, loses social interaction, physical activity, which leads to further decline.
The solution then is not just one thing, but a combination of things – getting out and getting social contacts
also increases physical activity, but also probably contributed to a better sleep, when we sleep better we feel
better and so on.
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Promoting healthy aging – creating
age-friendly communities

Having said that we can do things to promote healthy, at the same time there need to be the support and
opportunities in the community to promote healthy aging. The two go hand in hand. Here are a few pictures
that participants in a study I did took when asked what makes a community age-friendly. These are just some
examples – and you can discuss others amongst yourself.
We need opportunities for physical and social activity – and in the city we have a lot of great programs through
active living centres, we have men’s shed, we have community centres, we also have specialized programs e.g.,
for people with dementia, we also have great outdoor facilities, like parks.
But to get there we also need transportation – let me ask you, how many of you drove here? How many were
driven? How many took the bus? Anybody walked? If didn’t drive, how would you get around? You can maybe
discuss that at your table.
Another example we need affordable housing for older adults, like assisted living.
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On the downside, here are some examples of barriers – snow on sidewalks, stairs that make it difficult to
access services – in the picture below access to a physician office and some neighborhoods may feel unsafe, as
reflected in the picture with the graffiti. If the community doesn’t feel safe, it’s hard to go out.
More broadly speaking, an age-friendly community also means getting rid of some of the stereotypes
associated with aging. A big one that is older adults are a burden on society. This is reflected in the phrase the
‘gray tsunami’, a term often used by the media, which I particularly dislike and wish we could just get rid of
once and for all.
A tsunami is a major natural disaster that is highly destructive – is that really how we think about older
people? So as a society we need to start acknowledging and appreciating the contributions of older people,
whether that’s as caregivers to spouses, as babysitters to grandchildren, or as volunteers for various
organizations. So the next time you hear somebody talk about the gray tsunami, tell them to not do and think
about the image about older adults that that conveys.
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It takes a village to raise a child
and

It takes an age-friendly community to
age well

Let me end here and leave you with this – the adage goes that it takes a village to raise a child – I would say it
takes an age-friendly community to age well.

