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Honourable Deb Schulte, P.C., M.P. 
Minister of Seniors 
House of Commons 
Parliament Buildings 
Ottawa, Ontario 
Canada 
K1A 0A6 
 
 

June 9, 2020 

 

Re: Occupational therapists supporting seniors in Canada 
 
 
 
Dear Minister Schulte, 
 
We are writing to you as the President and CEO of the Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists (CAOT) 
– the national voice of over 18,000 occupational therapists in Canada. 
 
This letter follows our April 28th letter and your June 2nd email response. We wanted to write pursuant to the 
release of the May 20, 2020 Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) report on the state of five Ontario long-term care 
homes, which Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau characterized as “deeply disturbing”.  Andre Picard, in his 
opinion piece in the May 27, 2020 issue of the Globe & Mail stated that “CAF observations are a sickening litany 
of abuse”. He goes on to emphasize that “the problems are well known and so are the solutions. We need an 
adequate properly trained work force”. Occupational therapists (OTs) and occupational therapy assistants 
(OTAs) are a critical component of that work force and bring solutions to support seniors in long term care homes, 
other residential settings, and their own homes in the community. 
 
We have two main requests of your government: 
 
1.  To act immediately to resolve the deeply disturbing and undignified situation in long term residential     

care, and 
2.  To develop a health and social strategy in collaboration with older Canadians, their family caregivers and 

advocates that puts in place the resources and inter-professional teams essential to sustain seniors’ health 
and well-being. A qualified work force with the right balance of professionals and support workers is 
essential across the continuum of care. Occupational therapy is part of that work force. 
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A little bit about occupational therapy: 
 
OTs are regulated health professionals educated to meet seniors’ physical and psychosocial needs throughout the 
aging process and especially in the presence of complex, chronic, or progressive illness. They assess older adults’ 
health and safety needs in collaboration with family and interprofessional team members and design and 
implement plans to support seniors to enjoy the highest quality of life possible, based on occupation: the activities 
people need or want to do to structure their daily lives. OTs are the only member of the health care team that 
focus on the fit between the environment (care facility or private home) and the person’s strengths and abilities.  
 
When required, this means adapting, arranging, or providing home modifications or equipment. In the absence of 
skilled professionals working in partnership with providers and contractors, money is wasted on ineffective 
renovations and equipment. OTs implement rehabilitation interventions and/or supervise OTAs to carry out 
interventions to enable seniors and their caregivers to maintain health and engage in life, guided by the desires 
and decisions of seniors and their families.  
 
Importantly, in light of the current pandemic, OTs are qualified to implement the Public Health Agency of 
Canada’s (PHAC’s) recommendations and guidelines cited in “Infection Prevention and Control for COVID-19: 
Guidance for Long Term Care Homes.” CAOT offers and supports ongoing professional development and 
training in cultural safety and humility, so that OTs and OTAs are poised to listen, adapt, and personalize services 
in long term care for Indigenous people in their homes and communities. 
 
CAOT anticipates that more seniors will want to “age in place” safely, staying at home in their communities for 
as long as possible, while enjoying positive health and wellness outcomes. The following are some examples of 
evidence based, low cost high impact occupational therapy interventions. 
 

• OTs make seniors homes safe, functional and aesthetically pleasing through collaboration with industry 
partners and provision of advice on customized structural modifications to design living spaces and 
layouts;   

• OTs recommend, fit, and evaluate assistive technologies such as wheelchairs, grab bars, and bathroom 
fixtures to assist seniors experiencing physical, sensory and cognitive challenges; 

• OTs are adept at providing non-pharmacological pain management interventions such as splinting, 
cognitive or physical rehabilitative interventions to prevent progression to chronic pain, 
psychoeducational strategies to reduce pain intensity, and recommend ways to adapt activities to reduce 
the physical and emotional demands; 

• OTs facilitate socially inclusive environments that foster recreational, civic, cultural, leisure and social 
activities that reduce social isolation which has been particularly difficult for seniors; 

• OTs provide mental health care and are ready to assist seniors whose lives have been upended by the 
pandemic. With a focus on engaging in daily activities (occupations), OTs provide trauma-informed 
therapy, facilitate cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), teach practical ways to cope with anxiety, 
depression and dysregulated routines, help clients implement short term and long-term goals to return 
to daily routines. There is an urgent need to mitigate what the Canadian Mental Health Association 
calls an echo pandemic of mental illness and mental health issues as a result of COVID-19 physical and 
social distancing protocols. 
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OTs provide all these cost-effective solutions in homes, communities, hospitals, rehabilitation settings, and long-
term care facilities. We would be happy to meet you or a member of your staff to discuss this further. You are 
also welcome to reach our Director of Government Affairs and Policy, Havelin Anand, at hanand@caot.ca. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
 
Catherine Backman         
President • Présidente 
Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists/Association canadienne des ergothérapeutes 
Tel/tél : (604) 875-4111 ext 68814 
president@caot.ca 
 
 

 
                                                                                                          
Hélène Sabourin  
Chief Executive Officer • Chef de la direction 
Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists/ Association canadienne des ergothérapeutes 
Tel/tél : (613) 523-CAOT (2268)/ (800) 434-CAOT (2268) ext 244 
hsabourin@caot.ca 
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