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The Informal Caregiver 
In the context of an aging population!

“I am devoted to helping my husband in every way and 
that gives me strength to provide the very best care. I do 
possess the skills, knowledge, and the right attitude - but of 
course, at the cost of my own health. He comes first. I 
don't always have time for myself.”  

    ~ Caregiver Participant 

With a rise in our aging population comes a projected increase in 
the number of persons who will be diagnosed with a 
neurodegenerative disease, including dementia.  As the number 
of older adults diagnosed with neurodegenerative disease 
increases, so does the number of individuals who provide 
ongoing, unpaid care and assistance to a loved one. Also, in the 
context of an aging population, family caregivers are themselves 
getting older and thus may be managing their own personal 
health challenges. !

As indicated by the selected quote above, caregiving for a loved 
one can be a mixed bag of positive and negative experiences and 
emotions. However, on average, caregivers report significantly 
greater perceived stress, depressive symptoms, and lower quality 
of life than non-caregivers. In fact, these were ‘symptoms’ that 
characterized many of the caregivers who participated in our 
research, which examined the benefits of mindfulness-based 
stress reduction (MBSR) for older caregivers of persons with a 
neurodegenerative disease.  !
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The StAR Lab is dedicated to 
understanding factors that 
determine cognitive and 
psychosocial wellbeing and 
evaluating methods to 
optimize healthy aging.  

Message from the 
StAR Lab Director 

I am excited to welcoming you 
to the inaugural issue of the 
StAR Lab Newsletter. As 
Director of the StAR Lab, it is 
my goal to inform the 
community about on-going 
research in the lab and to 
communicate new knowledge 
learned through our research 
collaborations.       

~Dr. Alexandra J Fiocco 

Visit our Website! 

 https://psychlabs.ryerson.ca/
starlab/
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Mindfulness Training for the 
Informal Caregiver: 
Research Findings 
!
A total of 57 family caregivers of a person with a 
neurodegenerative disease participated in the study. After 
completing a baseline testing assessment of cognitive and 
psychosocial functioning, caregivers were randomized to 
either an 8-week MBSR program or a Psycho-education 
program, which is considered to be a standard program that 
is offered in the community. Following program completion, 
caregivers completed a re-assessment of cognitive and 
psychosocial functioning.  !
Both interventions were associated with improvement in 
cognitive performance, resulting in no statistically 
significant differences between groups. However, MBSR 
was associated with a significantly larger reduction in self-
reported depressive symptoms and perceived stress, and a 
trend for greater improvement in self-esteem. These findings 
are important considering that stress and depression may 
significantly impact the caregiver’s ability to function in 
their caregiver role. Furthermore, chronic stress and 
depression are significant risk factors associated with 
accelerated aging and cognitive impairment in late life. As 
such, stress management and the reduction of depressive 
symptoms through mindfulness training may potentially 
reduce the risk of developing cognitive impairment in older 
adult caregivers.  !
These study findings have been submitted for publication in 
a peer-reviewed journal and have been presented at national 
and international conferences.  !
Acknowledgements:  We would like to thank the caregivers 
who participated in this study. We would also like to extend 
our thanks for the Halton Mississauga LHIN, Chartwell 
Retirement Residence, Elizz, and the North York Senior 
Centre for their support. This study was financially 
supported by the Mind and Life Institute’s 1440 Award. !
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The impact of 
informal caregiving 
on cognitive and 
emotional wellbeing 

To investigate the impact of 
informal caregiving on the 
cognitive and emotional 
wellbeing of older adults, we 
compared data generated 
from our caregiver group to a 
group of older adult non-
caregivers. 

Although the caregiver group 
was on average younger than 
the non-caregiver group, 
caregivers performed more 
poorly on tests of executive 
function, verbal fluency, and 
memory.  

We also found that caregivers 
reported higher levels of 
stress, more depressive 
symptoms, and lower quality of 
life than non-caregivers. 

These findings contribute to a 
growing body of research that 
consistently points to the need 
for immediate action to 
improve the welfare of informal 
caregivers.  

Published in International 
Psychogeriatrics 2017 
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JAVA Music Club for 
Persons in Residential 
Care 
Geneva Millett, a Master’s level trainee in the 
StAR Lab is leading a study that examines the 
benefits of social support on the wellbeing of 
persons living in residential care. This pre-post study 
will evaluate the cognitive and psychosocial benefits 
of a 3-month program called the  JAVA Music Club 
(JMC), a manualized social program (for program 
details, see http://javagp.com).!

We continue to search for community partners who 
are interested in bringing the JMC to their 
residential care setting, to support research that 
aims to improve the quality of life and wellbeing of 
older adults living in collective dwellings. !

If you are a manager or 

activities coordinator 

at  a retirement or 

assisted living centre 

and are interested in 

participating in our 

research, please contact 

the StAR Lab at 

(416)979-5000-3233!

Virtual Tourism for Persons in 
Residential Care 

Laura Krieger, a Master’s Level trainee in the 
StAR Lab is leading a study that examines the 
benefits of virtual tourism for older adults living in 
retirement homes and long-term care settings.!

In partnership with OwlFlix Media and the 
Transmedia Zone, this pre-post study evaluates the 
benefits of touring the world using a head-
mounted virtual reality device, three times a week 
over a six week period.  !

We continue to partner with centres interested in 
bringing VR tourism to their community.

Have you always wanted to go to 

Paris, Morocco, or Spain? With 

virtual reality, now you can see these 

places without having to leave the 

comfort of your own home! 

Community Recruitment for Ongoing Research

http://javagp.com
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