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When family members move a loved one to a long term care setting, they face stressful decisions and
consequences. Unfortunately, we have yet to fully appreciate or understand the nature of this experience for
family members and for the new resident, as well as for the staff at the long term care setting who are trying to
ensure that the move is as comfortable as possible.
The Enhanced Long-Term Care Transitions Framework developed by Reuss, Dupuis and Whitfield (2005)
identifies the key components that, if implemented, would go some way to ensuring that the transition is less
traumatic. For example, the Framework emphasizes:





Family and resident involvement in decision-making
Support from others throughout the process
The need to better prepare families for the move
Open communication between all parties involved

However, we remain uncertain about the extent to which each of these components is effectively in place. So,
using the Framework as a guide and in collaboration with the Partnership in Traditional Care project team,
the experiences of family members and staff recently involved in the process of moving a loved one were
examined. Staff and family members in 34 long term care homes in the Champlain region of Ontario
responded to questionnaires to indicate which aspects of the transition best described their experience:
preparations for admission, time allocated to make arrangements, clarity and relevancy of information
provided, and nature and quality of support provided. In addition, both family members and staff were asked
to describe what they remembered most about the experience and what, if anything could be done differently
to smooth the transition.
Responses were received from over 300 family members, 63% of whom were the adult children of the person
moving to a long-term care setting, and from over 400 staff, representing mainly nurses (40%) and personal
support workers (22%) but also dietary workers, maintenance staff, recreation professionals and management
personnel. Many provided rich details about the nature of their experiences. Overall, the perceptions of both
family members and staff fell into four categories:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The nature of the experience for the new resident
The nature of the experience for the family
The role played by the staff
The process of administration

Both groups frequently identified the confusion and anxiety that resulted from the transition as well as the
trauma that it generated for the new resident. They also recognized that for family members, the consequences
of the move included feelings of guilt, helplessness, uncertainty and being overwhelmed.
Both family members and staff felt that creating a welcoming environment was clearly an important role
played by the long-term care home. Staff also recognized that the extent to which they acted as a key resource
for family members was critical, as was the need to facilitate communication among staff members at the
home. Insofar as the administration process was concerned, family members and staff felt there were larger
problems with the entire system; in particular, the shock of a “lengthy wait, sudden admission” contributed
significantly to the traumatic experience for both family members and the new resident.
Interestingly, just as family members and staff tended to hold similar perceptions of the transition process, they
also offered similar solutions for easing the experience. In contrast, when reflecting on the role of staff and the
admission process, family members and staff offered quite different solutions to reduce the emotional impact
of the experience and to help ease the transition process.

