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conversation
with Pat M. Irwin

“Employers lose an estimated $1.3 billion a year in lost productivity due to caregiving 
commitments from employees. Moreover, employees who care for loved ones often 
lack the support to meet their full potential at work,” says Pat M. Irwin, B.S., AICB, CSA/
CPCA, founder and president of ElderCareCanada in Toronto, Ontario. Irwin presented 
“The Invisible Burden of Elder Care in the Workplace” at the Canadian Health and Well-
ness Innovations Conference in March 2017. She spoke with editor Robbie Hartman 
about ways organizations can support caregiving employees in order to meet employee 
needs, boost overall morale and increase workplace productivity.

In what ways is elder care an invisible 
cost in the workplace?

Almost all social issues have a human resources 
policy—maternity leave, adoption leave, alcohol-
ism, substance abuse, illness and compassionate 
leave. These rights are recognized and protected 
by policies and even law. However, elder care is 
not yet at that point.

In Canada, over 35% of full-time employees are 
also providing informal, unpaid care to a family 
member or friend. Of these, 74% provide more 
than nine hours of care per week, 16% provide 
ten to 29 hours of care, and 10% provide 30 hours 
or more. That’s a part-time job in itself! However, 
caregivers do not self-identify. As adult children, 
they may feel it is simply part of their lot in life.

Why isn’t elder care recognized the 
same way as other social issues?

One reason is the task of elder care itself. It is 
a complex issue with a lot of emotional and prac-
tical aspects to it. Adult children report feelings 
such as:

• I should be able to do it myself.
• My boss is only 35 and doesn’t get it.
• Sympathy wore off long ago.
• It’s depressing to think about, much less act 

on.
• It can last years, so everyone’s sick of hear-

ing about it.

For employers, what are the productivity 
costs of caregiving?

A 2016 Conference Board of Canada study es-
timated $1.3 billion in lost productivity to Cana-
dian employers, a result of caregivers missing full 
days or hours of work or exiting the workplace 
altogether. That’s a reduced work effort of 2.2 mil-
lion hours a week by caregiving employees—the 
equivalent of 157,000 full-time employees.

Caregiving staff are not able to meet their full 
potential as employees. They experience financial 
loss because they can’t work overtime or accept 
transfers or promotions. Their careers suffer be-
cause they don’t have time to socialize and make 
informal connections. They may experience care-
giver burnout, leading to fatigue, depression and 
increased chronic illness.

Many employees are not easily replaceable; 
for smaller companies, the loss of a key worker 
can be significant. In other cases, the employee 
is more easily replaced and, therefore, accommo-
dating them is more difficult to justify on a cost 
basis.

Are certain segments of the workforce 
more likely to be impacted by caregiving 
duties?

Women are more likely than men (65% vs. 35%) 
to provide 20 or more hours of care per week; 44% 
of caregivers are aged 45-64, sandwiched between 
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caregiving and child rearing. A million Canadian caregivers 
are 65+, thus facing the need for care themselves!

The majority of caregiving employees are women, and 
they report unique concerns:

• No acknowledgement of the role of caregiver in the 
workplace

• Women feel they should have it all and do it all; the 
“game face” has to stay in place.

• Women define themselves by their family but must 
deny that in the workplace.

• Caregiving is not a respected task or profession in our 
society.

• Acknowledgement of caregiving may not be supported 
by company leadership.

• Reduced time for social life and associations
• Physical, mental, emotional exhaustion
• Guilt—Whatever you’re doing, do more!

How can employers support employees who also 
are caregivers?

Validate them as professionals and colleagues. Don’t make 
them feel beholden to colleagues for taking time. Legitimize 
it through policy. Create an environment where taking time 
to care doesn’t mean taking time from work. Don’t let care-
giving roles impede career paths.

How can organizations begin an elder-care 
program?

Find out who your caregiving employees are, and ac-
knowledge them! Celebrate them with a caregiver apprecia-
tion event. Ask them to create a support group with whatever 
communication tools they need.

What are some common elements of an elder-
care program?

Provide education for human resources professionals 
and front-line managers about the issues related to care-
giving. Be sure they can recommend options such as com-
passionate care leaves of absences, paid and unpaid leave, 
and benefits through provincial and federal employment 

insurance programs. Research policies into options such as 
flextime, remote workstations and banking hours to use for 
caregiving.

Elder-care consulting is another common element. Pro-
vide employees with access to an elder-care expert to provide 
guidance, navigational support, case management and access 
to resources. Include this service as an employee benefit so 
there is no stigma attached.

Many employers also utilize employee awareness pro-
grams. Provide basic information about caregiving resourc-
es, which employees can then contact to arrange services. 
(The cost of these consultations may be paid or subsidized by 
the employer.) Use a website or social media to help caregiv-
ing employees stay in touch.

What are some of the challenges employers face 
in providing support?

Many companies are not willing to be flexible, creative 
or supportive when responding to the needs of caregiving 
employees. Senior management, front-line management 
and colleagues may not understand the burden, complex-
ity or duration of caregiving that may extend for months 
and even years. Colleagues resent picking up the slack. El-
der care is not cute or appealing like child care, and many 
employees in all ranks of a company are afraid of the topic 
altogether.

What are some of the tangible and intangible 
benefits of an elder-care program?

Tangible benefits include reduced costs of lost produc-
tivity, increased employee engagement, retaining valuable 
employees and being able to recruit and retain the best tal-
ent. Intangible benefits include increased employee loyalty 
so employees become ambassadors, positioning yourself as a 
senior-friendly and compassionate workplace, and providing 
leadership as a good corporate citizen.

Smart organizations will realize that the demographics of 
their employees—and likely their customers—are waking up 
to the reality of elder care. Really smart organizations will be 
leading the innovation to the very best solutions.
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