POINTERS FOR PEOPLE WORKING IN CARE HOMES

Working in a Care Home is a very worthwhile job and it is important to enjoy it. If you don’t enjoy working in a Care Home, then it is unlikely that the residents will enjoy staying there either.

Most important is a positive attitude, and to understand that you have a responsibilty to do your very best for every resident. For some residents this will mean helping them to do things for themselves: getting dressed, exercising, socialising and maintaining mental alertness. Others may only be able to respond to simple stimulation such as talking, hand massage or different forms of ‘complementary therapy’. However almost every resident has some capacity to react to a kind word or gentle touch and it is important to make opportunities for this form of communication during your routine contacts with residents - no matter how busy you are.

However, there is much more that you can, and must do. You should try to remember the following points. These are no more than you would do for your own relative or loved-one, and you should try to apply what you would want for them to the work situation. 

Detection

Many people resident in a Care Home have difficulty in communicating their needs to staff – or may find it impossible to do so. Staff therefore need to look out for signs of distress such as pain, toothache and discomfort due to a full bladder or bowel;  and they should be aware of the need to make sure that mouth and skin care is satisfactory. Everyone working in a Care Home should try to identify any changes in the condition of residents – including changes in mood. Once such changes are identified, it is of course necessary to ensure that action is taken to help resolve the problem. Sometimes you will be able to do this yourself, but often you will need to seek help from the nurse or other person in charge.

Independence

However disabled or frail Care Home residents may be and whether they are old or young, almost all will wish to do as much as they can for themselves – even if this is very little. They will also want to be offered a choice – for example of things to do or to puchase or when to eat. Encouraging residents to do things for themselves (eg washing, drawing, walking for a few steps, even just standing) is therefore important. 

And equally important is providing opportunities to make choices. Certainly it is often quicker to wheelchair a resident to the dinming room, hand over a cake or sandwich , or to purchase something on their behalf: but this encourages dependency and is rather demeaning. Residents are likely to be far happier and be less of a burden for Care Home staff if they are encouraged to live to their full potential and given the freedom to choose.

Activity

Occupation, or purposeful activity, is a fundamental human need and is essential for survival, health and well-being.  Whilst older people in care homes may seem to have all the leisure time in the world, they all too frequently have limited opportunities for recreation and occupation.  Providing quality of care to older people in care homes involves more than meeting physical needs, and the provision of leisure and recreational opportunities is now recognised as essential for well-being.

 Many activities in the Care Home will usually be arranged ‘in house’ by care home staff.  However it is good to also have someone or a group come to the home say twice a week to provide some entertainment, provide an opportunity for artwork or other creative activity or for exercise/balance training sessions. It is also important for residents (who are able) to have opportunities to engage in activity outside the Care Home – for example shopping, or visits to local places of culture, recreation or entertainment.

Care Homes should have a specific person responsible for ensuring that all residents have access to a range of activities both within and outwith the home. This can be a difficult and time consuming post, it is not always easy to engage residents in activities without putting in a great deal of effort. On occasion too there is a sense of staff being diverted to activities as an ‘easier’ option than their normal duties; this causes some resentment amongst other staff members .All staff should be aware of the importance of activity leading to well-being and quality of life, and all should encourage residents to participate and assist them to do so.

Learning

Care Home residents have a wide variety of complicated problems which provide invaluable teaching opportunities for care workers and nurses. At present most teaching takes place outside the Care Home; and even within the Care Homes little teaching takes place “at the bedside”  with individual residents. However, as with medical students, learning is most effective where it relates to a particular patient or person; lectures, talks and books are much less effective ways of teaching and changing practice. It was emphasised above that care assistants and nurses in Care Homes should be encouraged to identify problems and changes in residents. It is very important also that care assistants and nurses are informed of the results of their detection work: what action was taken (eg was the resident referred to a specialist ) and how this benefited the resident. In this way every new problem or change identified by a care assistant or nurse becomes a learning opportunity. 

Also, everyone from outside the Care Home who is involved in assessing a residents’ physical, mental or social needs should share their findings with the Care Home staff who are most involved so that they can learn from the experience and therefore improve their practice. Care Homes should become vibrant places of learning. To achieve this it is essential to have good communication between Care Home staff at all levels and with visiting specialists. 

Understanding

Success in any of the aspects identified above (detection of problems, promoting independence, access to activities and learning) requires care assistants and nurses to really get to know each resident for whom they have responsibility and to understand  their situation. This means using every opportunity to talk to and otherwise communicate with residents. Time will always be a serious constraint. However talking to and sharing experiences with residents will usually be of considerably greater value to residents than many routines such as having everyone up and dressed for breakfast at a particular time.

Prevention

Finding ways to prevent problems will benefit residents and staff alike. It is often possible for example to forestall ‘incontinence’ by suggesting that residents with such difficulties that they might like to go (or be taken) to the toilet. Recognising and dealing with the signs of constipation, pain and impending death are also very important for the well-being of residents. ‘Bad’ behaviour may often be prevented by helping to resolve residents’ problems, for example by gentle talking, taking for a walk or a cup of tea and a biscuit. Again, there may be ways of  discouraging residents who shout persistently from doing so – or at least of ensuring that the resulting annoyance is spread rather than focused amongst a particular group of residents. And keeping residents mobile, happy and encouraging them to articulate their worries and concerns will also help to promote independence and reduce the input needed by staff. Common sense actions such as these (which any sensible person would apply to their own relative) are often enough to avert what can become quite major difficulties.

Conclusion

There are plans to make Care Home Assistants posts a more structured long term career option and to this end the Royal College of Nurses Union have recently opened their doors to welcome Care Workers who are working for or planning to work for SVQ’s. The RCN will see that Care staff have similar benefits to their Nursing members e.g. legal support, Library and studies access etc. More information on this can be found on the RCN website: www.rcn.org.uk  or phoning 24 hour helpline on 0845 772 6100.

Working in a Care home can be a satisfying and rewarding job. It can also be hard work. Care staff can make the Home a real ‘home’ for it’s Residents, and often with simple things like hugs and a sense of humour; just think what you yourself would want if you were in a Home.
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