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Call for a National Seniors Strategy  

Canada needs a national seniors strategy,  
and it doesn’t have one yet. 

 
What is a strategy?  
A strategy is a comprehensive document. It expresses a vision and outlines values and 
principles related to honouring rights, meeting needs, and providing equitable, accessible 
services. As well, a strategy should describe how its components are to be implemented, 
funded, monitored, and evaluated. It brings together vision, analysis, action, and commitment. 
 
What can a seniors strategy do? 
A seniors strategy can achieve many benefits for seniors as well as for society as a whole. At the 
national level, it could: 

• highlight a set of principles upon which to build a society that values seniors; 

• establish the needs of seniors as equivalent to those of other demographic groups; 

• contribute to the development of a social system that is equitable and accessible; 

• enhance respect for seniors;  

• envision a desired future for seniors over the next two decades; and 

• clarify the roles of governments in meeting seniors’ needs and foster coordination 
among governmental levels. 

At the local level, it could: 

• examine the composition of the local seniors population and identify their needs and 
desires; 

• analyze the ability of organizations to meet local seniors’ current and future needs and 
desires; 

• identify gaps in service and establish a plan to begin to fill those gaps; 

• prevent and discourage ageism; and  

• balance the needs of seniors with the needs of other population groups. 
 
What is the history of seniors strategies? 
Over the past two decades, governments and organizations around the world have recognized 
the need to address the role and needs of senior citizens. Some have developed specific 
statements or manifestos. For example:  

• The World Health Organization adopted the Global strategy and action plan on ageing and 
health in May 2016. The 69th World Health Assembly then ratified the Multisectoral action 
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for a life course approach to healthy ageing: global strategy and plan of action on ageing 
and health.1  

• The City of Toronto developed the Toronto Seniors Strategy, which was first approved by 
City Council in 2013; version 2.0 was approved in 2018.2  

• Other organizations and organizational alliances have also promoted a national seniors 
strategy. Included are: 
o The National Institute on Ageing (NIA), which developed An Evidence-Informed National 

Seniors Strategy for Canada3 and identified four policy pillars and five fundamental 
principles;  

o The Canadian Medical Association, which launched the Demand a Plan4 initiative. Under 
this umbrella, more than 70 health care and service provider organizations joined forces 
to advocate for a Canadian seniors strategy; and 

o The Canadian Nurses Association, the Canadian Home Care Association, CARP (formerly 
Canadian Association of Retired Persons), and the Regional Municipality of York.    

 
Why does Canada need a seniors strategy? 
In 2014, there were more than 6 million seniors 65+ in Canada, representing 15.6% of the 
Canadian population at that time. It is predicted that the number will grow over the next 
decades so that by 2030 there will be more than 9.5 million seniors, comprising about 23% of 
the Canadian population.5 

A quick scan of our society’s systems does not reflect this growth. Canada’s health, housing, 
labour, and social services systems were not designed to support the numbers and percentages 
of seniors who currently live in Canada and the numbers projected to live here. Continued 
failure to address seniors’ issues comprehensively threatens our public health and social 
systems and wastes public resources. 

Canadians rely on the federal government to provide leadership, guidance, and direction on 
issues of culture and social change. The Canadian government has been instrumental in 
providing health insurance, pensions, and other critical supports. When it comes to seniors, the 
federal government is currently responsible for a range of programs and services that 
complement provincial and territorial programming, for example: 

• Financial security: The Canada Pension Plan and Old Age Security provide monthly 
pensions. The Guaranteed Income Supplement and other allowances help support low 
income seniors and other groups (for example, non-senior survivors). Certain tax 
measures (age amount tax credit, pension income tax credit) also serve to protect 
seniors’ incomes. 

 
1 World Health Organization. Global strategy and action plan on ageing and health.   
https://www.who.int/ageing/global-strategy/en/. Document A69/17, WHA69.3. 
2 City of Toronto. www.toronto.ca. Toronto Seniors Strategy Version 1.0 contained 91 
recommendations, 90 of which were actioned. Version 2.0 contains 27 recommendations. 
3 NIA: www.nationalseniorsstrategy.ca      
4 Canadian Medical Association. www.Demandaplan.ca   
5 Government of Canada. Action for Seniors Report. 2014. Canada.ca  

https://www.who.int/ageing/global-strategy/en/
http://www.toronto.ca/
http://www.nationalseniorsstrategy.ca/
http://www.demandaplan.ca/
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• Labour force protection: In 2013, approximately 13% of seniors were working. This 
proportion is increasing.6 To assist older workers, Canada has introduced programs, 
such as the Targeted Initiative for Older Workers, to promote labour force participation. 

• Community involvement: The Government of Canada’s New Horizons for Seniors 
Program helps fund specific projects initiated by seniors’ groups. These projects are 
directed to specific issues such as social isolation, inter-generational partnerships, and 
civic engagement. They help seniors stay active and engaged in their communities. 

• Caregiver support: The federal government’s Canadian Employers for Caregivers Plan, 
Family Caregiver Tax Credit, and Caregiving Benefits and Leave Program all help support 
caregivers, as does, to some extent, the Employment Insurance (EI) program. 

• Other federal supports for seniors, which are aimed at making housing more affordable, 
alleviating homelessness, adapting and repairing homes, encouraging safety and 
security, and contributing to the development of age friendly communities. 

While, on the surface, these programs are numerous and broadly focused, they do not 
represent a comprehensive, coordinated approach to recognizing the physical, cultural, social, 
and intellectual needs of seniors. A seniors strategy would establish a values and standards 
framework from which to initiate, implement, and expand programs.  
 
What should the components of a seniors strategy be? 
The national seniors strategy developed by the Alliance for a National Seniors Strategy has 
suggested four supporting pillars: 

• independent, productive, and engaged citizens; 

• healthy and active lives; 

• care closer to home; and 

• support for caregivers. 

As well, the Alliance suggests five fundamental principles: access, equity, choice, value, and 
quality.7 While we have not yet done focused work on the components of a seniors strategy, 
Care Watch (as part of the Alliance) supports these pillars and principles.   

Based on our own values and initiatives8, Care Watch suggests that the following be prioritized 
in a seniors strategy for Canada: 

• Addressing ageism; 

• Designating funding for the strategy’s initiatives; 

• Improving retirement income security; 

• Enhancing supportive chronic disease prevention and management; 

 
6 Statistics Canada. Census in Brief – Working Seniors in Canada. November 27, 2017. 
7 www.nationalseniorsstrategy.ca    
8 See Care Watch publications: A Pragmatic Proposal: A supportive home care program requires 
designated funding (2011); Driving policy change on home support services for senior citizens (2016); 
Ageism Backgrounder (2015); and Supportive Home Care Backgrounder (2016). 
 

http://www.nationalseniorsstrategy.ca/
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• Increasing system capacity to address frailty and vulnerability (such as dementia) and 
end of life/palliative care;  

• Increasing the accessibility, coordination, and flexibility of services; 

• Expanding home care and community support services (including establishing national 
standards); 

• Instituting comprehensive support for caregivers (such as education and family 
caregiver tax credits); and 

• Establishing universal pharmacare.  

Care Watch would also emphasize the following principles: 

• Addressing root causes by recognizing the importance of non-medical factors – for 
example, income, safety, and the environment – on seniors and their health. 

• Providing access to equitable, consistent, and appropriate care. 

• Developing an accountability framework with a clear strategy for managing, delivering, 
and reporting on client, provider, and system outcomes. The framework should include 
clear standards as well as equally clear measures to monitor outcomes and 
improvements.  

• Delivering evidence-based care that is informed by clinical expertise, patient values, and 
the best available research. 

 
What are the next steps? 
Care Watch acknowledges that the risk to governments of approving a far-reaching strategy 
is that funding is expected, as is accountability that recommendations will be implemented. 
The idea of a seniors strategy, however, is not new. This is the time to act on the many 
recommendations and to bring together the many efforts of many groups under a national 
strategy and framework.  
  

Care Watch calls for Canada to work with provincial and territorial governments 
and with stakeholders to develop, adopt, and act on a national seniors strategy.  
 

This election period is the ideal opportunity to advocate for the development and 
approval of a national seniors strategy. 

 

What can you do? 
We need a plan that identifies Canada’s priorities and commitments to its senior population. 
When a federal candidate comes to your door, please consider asking: 

• What is your government’s plan for seniors now and into the future? 

• How would your government ensure that the needs of seniors will be met in an 
appropriate, effective, and equitable way? 

• Does your government support developing and implementing a national seniors 
strategy? If so, what will you do to make it happen? 


