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The Experience of Sons as Carers for a Parent Diagnosed with 
Dementia at the Rural and Remote Memory Clinic (RRMC)

N. Stewart1, D. Minish2, A. Cammer2, D. Morgan2 
1College of Nursing, University of Saskatchewan, 2Canadian Centre for Health and Safety in Agriculture, College of Medicine, University of Saskatchewan

Aim
To explore the experiences of sons as carers for a 

parent with dementia and to understand their 
contributions and challenges in rural settings

Method
•Interpretive Description (Thorne, 2008) approach

•Retrospective interviews conducted in-person and via 
telephone

Participants
•Study participants were primary carers of parents 
treated at RRMC

•At the time of interview, 3 parents were deceased, 
1 in long-term care, and 1 living independently

•4 sons lived in same community as parent, 1 lived 
24km and 1 lived 227km from parent

•All sons were employed; 1 semi-retired

Total RRMC primary caregivers 210 (100%) 
Son primary caregivers 19 (9.0%) 
Sons who, upon contact, functioned
in primary caregiving role for parent 

6 (2.9%) 

Age range of Sons in primary carer
role 

32 – 57yr (M=50.7yr) 

Parent diagnoses 3 Alzheimer Disease,       
1 Vascular Dementia,       

1 Mixed Dementia,         
1 Frontotemporal 

Dementia 
Parent 5 Mothers, 1 Father 

 

• Semi-structured interview 
guide adapted from Harris and 
Bichler’s Men Giving Care: 
Reflections of Sons and 
Husbands (1997)

• Interviews focused on roles, 
stress and coping, family 
relations, motivation, and 
meaning of experience

• Constant comparison analysis 

Conclusions
•Though relatively few sons have taken on role of primary 
carer, the 6 in this study were committed 

•Support, when needed, was sourced by partners and 
siblings rather than through formal services (exception: 
dangerous behaviour associated with  frontotemporal
dementia; help sought but turned down by family 
physician and hospital)

• More education for families and 
healthcare workers is needed, and formal 
support when behaviour is unsafe

Findings
Interpretation of the experiences of sons as carers included:

Emotional Engagement: All sons actively engaged in 
process of caring. Strong emotional reactions to the carer 
role (anxiety about safety, frustration with health system, 
anguish over symptoms of decline).

Resilience: Sense of duty permeated role; most were 
oldest sons. Described as a full-time job but were able to 
“get the job done and move on.” None used language of 
burden except to negate the idea; “She’ll never be a burden 
no matter what.” Managed to find positives in caring. 

Gender and Geography: No expression of concern 
about what might be considered ‘women’s work’; 
embraced carer role. None did personal care; one 
expressed concern that his parent would be embarrassed. 
Geography appeared to be a key factor in determining who 
provided care; proximity was mentioned often. Rural 
context elicited mixed reactions; positive in some cases 
but disadvantage of “falling through the cracks”.

Care for the Caregiver: Little use of formal services; 
term ‘caregiver’ rejected as this was family. When support 
was not found during crisis son felt “hung out to dry”.

Meaning of Care Roles: Carer role a source of pride; 
rewarding in spite of challenges, “a role you grow into”
and an opportunity to “give back”.
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