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Elderly Care in Peripheral Regions of Southern Italy: Training and Family Networks as a
Sustainable Solution

Abstract

The aging population in Italy, particularly in the peripheral regions of the South, such as Calabria,
faces increasing challenges due to insufficient public home-care services and a reliance on informal
caregivers. According to recent statistical reports, the elderly population in Calabria is growing
steadily, with individuals aged 65 and older constituting a significant portion of the population. This
paper explores the socio-economic and cultural dimensions of elderly care in Calabria, analyzing gaps
in the current system and proposing a potential solution: an integrated approach combining e-learning
training for informal caregivers, fostering coordinated support networks, and developing a Time Bank
system to ensure sustainable, community-driven care models. The potential role of organizations like
Euroform RFS in advancing training methodologies and fostering international collaboration in
elderly care is also considered.

1. Introduction

The demographic shift toward an aging population in Italy has heightened the demand for
comprehensive elderly care, especially in regions like Calabria. Economic constraints, limited
healthcare infrastructure, and a lack of specialized caregivers exacerbate these challenges. Over the
past few decades, Italy has seen a marked increase in its aging index, with Calabria being one of the
regions particularly impacted by this trend. Historically, Italian families have played a central role in
elderly care, but demographic and socio-economic shifts, such as geographic dispersion of families,
economic pressures, and generational changes, have strained this traditional support system. This
paper highlights the gaps in the current caregiving model and presents a potential solution, which
includes training informal caregivers, establishing community-based networks, and introducing
cooperative time exchange models like the Time Bank system.

2. Analysis of the Problem

2.1 The Challenge of Non-Self-Sufficiency

As the elderly population in Calabria continues to grow, an increasing number of individuals are
unable to maintain self-sufficiency due to chronic health conditions, cognitive impairments, or
general frailty. Informal caregivers, often family members, are left with substantial burdens, with
little to no formal training or support. These caregivers are frequently balancing work and personal
responsibilities, making the long-term care of elderly family members unsustainable. The lack of
sufficient professional caregiving services in the region exacerbates these issues, leading to increased
reliance on informal networks, often without proper training.

2.2 Inadequacy of Public Services

Public home-care services in Southern Italy, including Calabria, remain underfunded and poorly
distributed. The availability of home-care workers and geriatric specialists is particularly low in rural
areas. Calabria’s healthcare infrastructure remains centralized in urban centers, leaving peripheral
regions with fewer resources. This has resulted in an over-reliance on informal caregivers, who
typically lack professional training. This dynamic places additional pressure on families, creating a
fragmented and unsustainable caregiving model.
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2.3 Generational and Social Shifts

The migration of younger populations from Calabria over the past few decades has contributed to a
growing gap in caregiving availability. Younger generations, facing economic challenges and limited
job opportunities, often leave the region in search of better prospects, leaving elderly individuals
without the necessary familial support. This phenomenon increases the isolation of elderly individuals
in peripheral areas, further exacerbating the difficulties of managing daily activities and healthcare
needs.

3. Proposed Solution: A Possible Solution for the Future

While the challenges outlined above remain pressing, there are potential solutions that could help
address the growing needs of elderly care in Calabria and similar regions in Southern Italy. The
following ideas represent a framework for future development:

3.1 E-learning Training Programs

A potential solution lies in providing tailored e-learning modules aimed at improving the skills of
informal caregivers. These training modules could cover areas such as basic health monitoring,
emergency response, psychological support, and resource coordination. The idea is to make these
programs accessible to non-professionals, thus empowering informal caregivers with the knowledge
necessary to provide higher quality care. E-learning has proven to be an effective, scalable method
for training caregivers, particularly in underserved regions, and could be a key tool in enhancing the
skills of those providing care to elderly individuals in Calabria.

3.2 Creation of Peer Givers Networks

Building community-based support networks could be another effective solution. These “Peer Givers
Networks” would include family members, neighbors, and volunteers who collaborate in providing
care. By facilitating the exchange of resources and shared caregiving responsibilities, these networks
can reduce the individual burden on caregivers and increase the overall quality of care. This
cooperative approach can foster greater social cohesion and ensure that elderly individuals are
supported by a network of people, rather than relying solely on one or two family members.

3.3 Time Bank Systems

The introduction of a Time Bank system could also be a valuable addition to the caregiving landscape
in Calabria. Time Banks allow caregivers to exchange hours of caregiving for other services or
support. This model has been shown to reduce caregiver burnout by distributing the caregiving load
across a larger community while strengthening social ties. The Time Bank system is particularly
beneficial in areas where hiring professional caregivers is not financially viable, offering a sustainable
and community-driven alternative.

3.4 Real-Life Example: The Case of Maria and Her Mother

To illustrate the challenges faced by informal caregivers in Calabria, consider the case of Maria, a 42-
year-old woman living in a small town in the province of Reggio Calabria. Maria has been caring for
her 84-year-old mother, Caterina, who suffers from chronic osteoarthritis and moderate cognitive
decline. Over time, Maria’s responsibilities have grown overwhelming, as her mother’s condition
worsens. Despite living in the same town, Maria’s siblings work in other regions of Italy, and the
financial strain of hiring a professional caregiver is prohibitive.

Maria’s situation is not unique. Many caregivers in Calabria face similar struggles, particularly when
elderly family members need constant supervision. With limited training in elderly care, Maria is
unable to address her mother’s medical needs effectively.

If a solution like the e-learning training modules were available, Maria could acquire the necessary
skills to better manage her mother’s care. Training on topics such as pain management, recognizing
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early signs of cognitive decline, and basic first aid could significantly improve her ability to provide
quality care and reduce the risk of caregiver burnout.
In addition, if Maria were part of a local Peer Givers Network, she could connect with other caregivers
in her community, sharing advice and offering respite care. For example, one neighbor might
volunteer to care for her mother in exchange for help with her own elderly relative. This reciprocal
care model would alleviate some of Maria’s burdens and ensure continuous care for Caterina.
Lastly, the Time Bank system could provide another layer of support. Maria could exchange hours of
caregiving with other community members in a similar situation. For instance, by helping Giuseppe,
another local caregiver, with his elderly father, she could earn hours that would allow others to assist
her with Caterina’s care. This exchange fosters solidarity and creates a more sustainable caregiving
environment.

4. Methodology

The proposed solutions would require a series of key steps to ensure effective implementation:

4.1 Stakeholder Engagement

Collaboration with local authorities, healthcare providers, and NGOs is essential to ensure that the
proposed solutions are tailored to regional needs. Local stakeholders can help adapt training materials
to cultural and social contexts, while facilitating the creation of Peer Givers Networks and ensuring
their sustainability.

4.2 Transnational Collaboration

Transnational collaboration could also play a pivotal role in the development of these solutions. By
working with organizations from other countries, Calabria can benefit from shared best practices in
caregiving and adapt successful models to its specific context.

4.3 Digital Tools

Developing a multilingual e-learning platform and a mobile application could further enhance the
accessibility and effectiveness of these solutions. Digital tools would facilitate ongoing
communication, training, and coordination within Peer Givers Networks and Time Banks.

5. Expected Outcomes and Impact
The proposed solutions aim to achieve several key outcomes:

e Improved Caregiver Competence: Training programs would empower informal caregivers
with the skills needed to provide high-quality care, leading to better outcomes for elderly
individuals.

o Stronger Community Networks: Peer Givers Networks would strengthen community ties,
encouraging cooperation among caregivers and reducing isolation for both caregivers and
elderly individuals.

o Sustainable Care Models: Time Banks would create a sustainable, reciprocal support model,
reducing the burden on any one caregiver and fostering a cooperative approach to elderly care.

6. Conclusion

Addressing the challenges of elderly care in peripheral regions of Southern Italy requires innovative,
community-driven solutions. The integration of e-learning training, community networks, and
cooperative care models like Time Banks could significantly alleviate caregiver burdens and improve
care quality. With the support of local and international partners, these solutions could become
scalable models for other regions facing similar demographic and socio-economic challenges.
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