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Dear Reader. 

We are sharing excerpts from our book, Your Aging Parents: How to 
Prepare, How to Cope. (Osis, Worrell & McDermid)  

This excerpt is taken from Chapter One and focuses on some common 
myths about aging.   

To make this content helpful today, we have updated some of the 
content and the End Notes. We have added additional resources at the 
end of the article. 
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SOME COMMON MYTHS ABOUT AGING 

What myths do you hold about aging? Think about older adults you know who live in the community, not 
those who are in nursing homes or care centres. Does your view of aging fit with the following images? 

John Glenn returned to space at the age of 77. 

Michelangelo was carving the Rondanini just before he died at the age of 89. 

Well into her nineties, Canadian Doris McCarthy still painted, travelled, and published her 
memoir, Doris McCarthy: Ninety Years Wise. 

Betty Nickerson was 75 when she founded the Amazing Grays, an annual gathering to celebrate 
older women.  

If you were to ask your friends for their general perception of elderly people, many might describe the 
physical and the medical disabilities associated with those who need care in a nursing home. This image 
overlooks the fact that about 80% of seniors aged 65 to 85 years are healthy enough to carry out their daily 
routines and participate actively in society. It is true however, that many of those over 80 years of age do 
receive help, from family or friends, with at least one activity such as grocery shopping, housework, or 
money management. 

 

Dementia 

Many believe that old people inevitably suffer from dementia, such as 
Alzheimer’s disease. This is not true. What are the statistics?  

Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias do increase with advanced 
age but they are not inevitable. In 2018 there were over half a million 
Canadians living with dementia - plus about 25,000 new cases 
diagnosed every year. By 2031, that number is expected to rise to 
937,000, an increase of 66 per cent. Alzheimer Society of Canada.1 

But it is not inevitable that all older people will develop dementia. Certainly, it is common to experience 
changes in memory with aging, as you well know when you search for your glasses or your keys! There is 
a modest decline in short-term memory, but this type of forgetfulness is normal and can be handled fairly 
easily by developing habits to keep track of things. 

Dementia is much more serious than forgetting; it is a disorder that causes the individual to lose the 
ability to make decisions, to solve problems, and to conduct the activities of everyday life.  

  

Myth or Fact? 

The majority of older 
people get dementia, such 
as Alzheimer’s disease. 
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Learning 

The evidence shows that older people continue to learn throughout their 
lifespan. Many begin new careers after “retirement.” Older citizens take 
on new challenges such as participating on their condo board, taking art 
classes, or volunteering at schools. Such activities can promote social, 
mental, and physical health.  

 

Life Satisfaction 

Another common myth that you might hear is that older people are 
miserable—especially if you know someone who is! What is more likely 
is that people who are miserable stay that way when they get old. The 
“old crank” was probably a “young crank” twenty years ago. Research 
tells us that most seniors report that they are generally happy and 
satisfied with their lives. Some report that they are even happier now 
that the stresses of work and raising children are over.  

 

Adaptability 

What about the common belief that old folks are stubborn and set in their 
ways? Think of seniors who have retired, moved from a house into a 
condo, travelled to foreign countries, adapted to physical changes and to 
the loss of their friends. This describes many older people!  

 

Life Expectancy 

Life expectancy, or longevity, is the predicted length of a person’s life. 
For example, a Canadian male born in 1920 could expect to live to be 
59 years old and a Canadian female to age 61.  In 2019, the average life 
expectancy was 80 years for males and 84 years for females. 2 

The fastest growing age group are those 80 years and over. Those who 
live to 100 are called centenarians. It is estimated that there are 450,000 
centenarians in the world.  

Of interest - if you are already age 65, the number of expected remaining years is about 16.7 years for 
men and 20.8 for women. 3 

 

Myth or Fact? 

Most older people cannot 
learn something new.  

Myth or Fact? 

The majority of older 
people feel miserable. 

Myth or Fact? 

Most old people are set in 
their ways and unable to 
change.  

Myth or Fact? 

A person who is now 65 
years of age can expect 
to live more than 15 years 
longer. 
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Isolation 

Are older people isolated and lonely? This question is not so easily 
answered. First, it must be noted that a person can be alone without 
feeling lonely. Many older people are not lonely; they are still engaged 
in life and enjoy the companionship of friends.  

Social isolation, however, does tend to increase with age. Those 
who are widowed or experiencing serious health challenges are more 
likely to be isolated and lonely. A Manitoba study showed that a significant number of older adults, 
particularly those over 72 years, reported feelings of loneliness. Loneliness creates health risks at any age, 
including higher incidence of poor nutrition and greater likelihood to experience depression.  

 

Long-term or Chronic Care 

In Canada, approximately 5-10 % of all individuals over 65 reside in 
chronic care facilities such as a nursing home or extended care.  The 
likelihood of moving into chronic care increases with age: those over 
85 years of age are more likely to reside in a nursing care residence. 
Women also predominate in long-term care. 

 

Work 

In 2015, nearly 1.1 million seniors reported working during the year and 
30% did so full year, and full time. 

Employment was the main source of income for 43.8% of working 
seniors. Those with a bachelor's degree (or higher) were more likely to 
delay retirement.  

 

Activities 

Busy mid-life adults often look ahead to their retirement years as a time 
of leisure and relaxation. And then they discover how busy seniors are 
when they try to call their own parents and reach voice mail! What are 
seniors doing?  

• About 25% of all seniors volunteer formally, and they spend an 
average of 3.9 hours per week doing so. In addition, 58% of seniors 
volunteer informally, usually in providing help and support to family 

Myth or Fact? 

The majority of older 
people are isolated and 
lonely. 

Myth or Fact? 

The majority of seniors 
live in chronic care 
facilities. 

Myth or Fact? 

Seniors spend many hours 
each week in volunteer 
activities. 

Myth or Fact? 

Seniors continue to work 
by choice, not from 
necessity. 
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and friends. A Canadian study found that three million retirees spent about five billion hours in 
volunteer service with an estimated economic value of $60 billion each year.  

• As many as 50% of seniors report being physically active on a regular basis: another 12% report 
occasional physical activity. 

• More than one-third takes part in weekly religious activities. 

 

Economics 

The main sources of income are OAS (Old Age Security), CPP/QPP 
(Canada/Quebec Pension Plans) and retirement pensions.  

In 2016, 14% of seniors had a mortgage. (Double of those in 1999.) 

Debt among seniors is increasing. (42% in 2016: 27% in 1999) 4 

 

 

End Notes 
1. Available:  https://alzheimer.ca/en/Home/Get-involved/Advocacy/Latest-info-stats 
 
2.  Average life expectancy in North America for those born in 2019, by gender and region. 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/274513/life-expectancy-in-north-america/ 
 
3. Life expectancy at various ages, by population group and sex, Canada. 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1310013401 
 
4. Debt and assets among senior Canadian families. Statistics Canada. Insights on Canadian Society.  
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2019001/article/00005-eng.htm 
 

 

Additional Resource 

In Canada, the average life expectancy was 79.9 years for males and 84 years for females in 2019. CIHI 
Available: https://yourhealthsystem.cihi.ca/hsp/inbrief?lang=en#!/indicators/011/life-expectancy-at-
birth/;mapC1;mapLevel2;/ 
 
 
 
 
You have permission to copy this activity for personal use and to share with others.  
Source: Maureen Osis, Judy Worrell, & Dianne McDermid. Your Aging Parents: How to Prepare. How to 
Cope. 2nd ed. 2010. ElderWise Publishing. https://youragingparents.ca  
Questions?  Contact us: info@youragingparents.ca 

Myth or Fact? 

Most seniors are debt-
free.  


