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ABSTRACT

Young carers—youth aged 15 to 24 years who provide unpaid
care to older adults—represent an essential yet often invis-
ible component of Canada’s caregiving landscape. Over one
million young Canadians provide unpaid care to family mem-
bers, with approximately 40% caring for older adults such
as grandparents. As Canada’s population ages and chronic
illness prevalence rises, the number of young people assum-
ing caregiving responsibilities continues to grow. Despite
their significant contributions, young carers face unique
challenges including impacts on mental health, educational
attainment, and social development, often without formal
recognition or support. This Perspectives article reviews the
current evidence on young carers of older adults in Canada,
examines their lived experiences, and identifies systemic gaps
in health, education, and social systems. Unlike the United
Kingdom, which has enacted legislation formally recognizing
and supporting young carers, Canada lacks comprehensive
policies and support structures for this population. Innovative
programs are emerging, including foundational training for
health professionals, online peer support communities, and
cross-sector collaborations between health-care providers,
educators, and community organizations. The article rec-
ommends actionable steps including legislative recognition
of young carers, improved data collection and monitoring,
expanded professional training, investment in peer support
programs, and implementation of family-centered care mod-
els. Primary care teams are uniquely positioned to identify
young carers, recognize their contributions, and connect

*The authors wish to disclose that a related case report authored by
some members of this author team was recently published in Canad-
ian Family Physician (May 2025, Vol. 71:314-316, DOI: 10.46747/
cfp.7105314), titled “Supporting young carers in Canada” by Perri
LX, Fakolade A, and Lewin W.

families with available supports. Without adequate recognition
and intervention, young carers remain at risk of long-term
social, academic, and mental health difficulties affecting both
themselves and those for whom they care.
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INTRODUCTION

Young carers—youth aged 15 to 24 years who provide unpaid
care to older adults—are an essential, but often invisible, part
of Canada’s caregiving ecosystem. As the population ages and
the prevalence of chronic illness rises, the number of young
people supporting an aging population is growing. Despite
their significant contributions, these young carers remain
underrecognized within health, education, and social systems,
facing unique challenges that can impact their mental health,
education, and social development. This article reviews the
current state of the evidence relative to young carers of older
adults in Canada, highlights innovative resources, programs,
and emerging trends, discusses ongoing challenges, and rec-
ommends actionable steps for the future.

The Hidden Workforce: Background and Scope

More than one million young people in Canada aged 15 to 24
provide unpaid care for family members with long-term ill-
ness, disability, or health problems related to aging.() Of these
young carers, about 40% are caring for older adults, such as
grandparents who are sick, living with disability or addiction.?)
Young carers are distinct from other youth when they assume
a primary caregiving role.®) This responsibility can involve
either regular lower-level support or more intensive care, with
some young carers dedicating more than 20 hours per week to
this role.*® Caregiving tasks themselves can range widely and
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may include household chores such as cooking and cleaning;
personal care including feeding, bathing, and mobility assist-
ance; emotional support and companionship; and health system
navigation such as booking appointments and advocating for
relatives, as outlined by a recent meta-ethnography.(®) Unpaid
caregiving potentially delays or avoids the need for admission
to long-term care facilities, yet navigating such caring roles
by the young carer often comes without any formal assistance
or training.®® The number of youth providing unpaid care
increased by 13.5% between 1996 and 2006, a trend expected
to continue as the population ages and as chronic illness such
as dementia, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, cancer, and
multimorbidity also rises.(”) Despite their growing numbers,
young carers remain largely invisible, particularly within
educational institutions and health-care systems.

The Lived Experience of Young Carers

Young carers often experience a complex mix of fulfillment
and burden. Many report a sense of pride in caring for the
elderly and developing valuable life skills such as patience,
empathy, and resilience.®) However, the consequences of
being a young carer can be serious and long-lasting. For
instance, many young carers report feeling stressed, isolated,
anxious about the future, and emotionally strained by their
responsibilities.®) Caregiving can interfere with schoolwork,
extracurricular activities, and social life, leading to academic
decline and social isolation.!? Moreso, young carers are often
not identified by health-care providers or educators, and may
not self-identify as carers until overwhelmed or later in life.
These challenges are widely reported, underscoring the need
for greater awareness and systemic support.

Current Issues and Systemic Gaps

Canada lacks formal policies and comprehensive support
structures for young carers, particularly those supporting
older adults, which stands in stark contrast to countries like
the United Kingdom where legislation, such as the Care Act(!D)
and Children and Families Act(!?, formally recognize and
support young carers. Most clinicians providing care to the
elderly and educators in Canada receive little training on iden-
tifying or supporting young carers,!®) and existing programs
are limited in both reach and accessibility. As a result, many
young carers remain unrecognized, often not self-identifying
as caregivers but rather seeing their roles as family obligations
until the responsibilities become overwhelming.
Community-based programs tailored to caring for the
diverse and unique needs of the ageing population can be
inaccessible or insufficient. This may be due to geographic
concentration in urban centers, long waitlists, age or diagnosis
restrictions, and limited cultural or linguistic tailoring. Young
carers report that more accessible supports—such as school-
based counseling, flexible respite options, and low-barrier
online peer groups—are urgently needed.('*) Balancing care-
giving with other activities can pose challenges. The impact on
education is significant: young carers frequently miss school
days and face limitations on their educational aspirations, with

these challenges becoming more pronounced for those provid-
ing greater amounts of care.(!>) The emotional and physical toll
is also considerable, as about one-third of young carers report
being worried, anxious, and tired, with these symptoms more
pronounced among those providing more intensive care.®)

Innovative Programs and Emerging Approaches

In 2025, Canada advanced the National Caregiving Strategy
launched by the Canadian Centre for Caregiving Excellence,
formally acknowledging caregivers and announcing new
resources and support streams for carers.(!) While care-
giving contexts differ, young carers share common gaps in
recognition and support, though the solutions may need to be
adapted to specific needs of young carers. The siloed nature
of disease-specific organizations and fragmented resources
highlight the need for cross-cutting supports that serve all
young carers regardless of the illness of their care recipient.
In fact, general knowledge to increase confidence in caring
tasks and skill building in how to cope with the multiple
demands that young carers face, have been shown to improve
the well-being of both the carer and care recipient.!!” A prom-
ising trend in Canada is the integration of carer-centered care
into clinical practice. Foundational training programs, such
as those developed at the University of Alberta, equip health
professionals to identify and support caregivers, including
youth caring for older adults. Better identification of young
carers is associated with higher likelihood of support, and
these programs emphasize relational and communication
skills, enabling providers to create safe spaces for young
caregivers to discuss their experiences and needs.(!®)

Peer Support and Online Communities

There are limited programs that provide targeted support for
Canadian young carers, and even fewer focused on care of the
elderly. With local resources often limited, online platforms
and virtual communities have emerged as vital sources of peer
support, skill-building, and resilience training for young carers
caring for the elderly. These resources are especially important
for those in rural or remote areas, where local services may be
limited. Virtual communities and workshops offer accessible,
stigma-free environments where youth can share experiences
and learn coping strategies. For example, iSupport for Young
Carers (iSupport for YC), was co-designed with young carers
and professionals to address the unique needs of young carers
caring for family members with dementia. By centering their
experiences, iSupport for YC aims to make young carers more
visible, normalize their role, and offer practical and emotional
support for their well-being and development.(!?

Cross-Sector Collaboration

Collaboration between health-care providers, educators, and
community organizations is essential. Individualized support
plans, regular check-ins, and coordinated referrals to commun-
ity programs or support can mitigate the negative impacts of
caregiving on youth.® The collaborative approach between
school guidance counselors and primary care teams represents
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an excellent example of cross-sector partnership that should be
acknowledged and replicated to better support young carers.

Recommendations for Future Action

To address the pressing needs of young carers of older adults
in Canada, a comprehensive and coordinated approach is
required at both the policy and practice levels. First, Canada
should move toward formal recognition of young carers
through legislative frameworks that guarantee access to sup-
port services. Drawing on international models such as the
United Kingdom’s Care Act(!") and Children and Families
Act,(1?) such legislation would not only acknowledge the
contributions of young carers, but also entitle them to a range
of essential services, including financial assistance, respite
care, and tailored support programs. This formal recognition
is a critical step in ensuring that young carers are no longer
invisible within the health and social care systems.

Second, there is a need for robust data collection and
monitoring within health and education systems to better
understand the well-being and lived experiences of young
carers. Improved data will inform the development of targeted
policies and programs, ensuring that interventions are evi-
dence-based and responsive to the actual needs of this popula-
tion. Educational institutions should also play a proactive role
by implementing individualized accommodations for young
carers. Academic flexibility and access to counseling services
can help these youth balance their caregiving responsibilities
with educational goals, reducing the risk of academic decline
and social isolation.

Third, expanding foundational training for health and
education professionals is essential. By equipping profes-
sionals with the skills to identify and support young carers
who care for the elderly, the likelihood of early intervention
and effective support increases. For example, research has
shown that asking specific questions about caregiving tasks
is more effective in identifying young carers than general
inquiries, highlighting the importance of targeted training and
awareness among professionals.?? Furthermore, investment
in both in-person and virtual peer support programs specific to
the care of the elderly is needed to address the unique mental
health and social needs of young carers. These programs can
foster resilience, provide coping strategies, and create a sense
of community, particularly for those in rural or remote areas
where local resources may be scarce.

Finally, fostering family-centered care models that
include young carers in care planning is essential. Recognizing
that not everyone has access to a family doctor and that even
those cared for by family medicine teams may also receive
care through geriatrics and internal medicine clinics, all these
providers are well-positioned to identify young carers early
and connect families to supports by incorporating caregiving
assessments into routine practice. By strengthening communi-
cation between primary and specialty teams and fostering col-
laboration across health, education, and community systems,
Canada can create a more integrated, carer-centered model that
supports both young carers and the older adults they assist.

CONCLUSIONS

Young carers of older adults are an essential yet often invisible
part of Canada’s caregiving system. Without adequate recog-
nition and support, they are at risk of social, academic, and
mental health difficulties, with consequences for both them-
selves and those for whom they care. There is much to learn
about young carers caring for the elderly. Innovative programs,
cross-sector collaboration, and policy reform are urgently
needed to ensure that young carers are recognized, supported,
and empowered to thrive. Primary care teams in particular are
uniquely positioned to identify young carers who care for the
elderly, recognize their contributions, and work collaboratively
to offer direct support and connection with available support
services. Such carer-centered care can optimize outcomes for
both young caregivers and those they support.
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