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FAMILY SUPPORT

1Five years ago, Mary’s husband 
was diagnosed with early onset 
Alzheimer’s. She is caring for him 

at home, and knows they need the 
support of long-term care. But Mary 
is scared, particularly with everything 
she has read over the last year about 
COVID-19 in seniors’ care homes. 

Knowing I was once a resident’s wife, 
Mary looks at me, considers her next 
thought, then blurts out, “Just tell me 
that when I move my husband into 
long-term care, life will get easier  
for me!”

Mary is grappling with the grief, the 
guilt, the fear and the unknown. What 
is life going to look like for her and her 
husband? Her identity will change. Her 
role and responsibilities will shift. She 
doesn’t know what she doesn’t know.

Most families are battling the conflict 
of emotions as they face the reality 
that long-term care is the needed, 
and not necessarily wanted, next 

step. As we begin to emerge from the 
devastation COVID created in seniors’ 
care, the emotional intensity families 
feel has grown exponentially. How 
they are coping with their decision 
and their ability to transition into this 
new role directly impacts how they 
show up and interact with the staff in 
your home. 

I wrote Now What? Managing the 
Emotional Journey of Long Term Care 
for Families as a playbook for families 
in order to help them better navigate 
this highly emotional life transition 
that they are experiencing. I also 
wrote Now What? for care teams who 
want families to feel better prepared, 
with information and insight, so a 
partnership built on trust and respect 
can happen.

Here are three ways you can start 
building that foundation of trust and 
respect to develop a healthy positive 
relationship with your families, right 
from the start. 

MEET YOUR FAMILIES  
WHERE THEY ARE
Families don’t know what they don’t 
know. What they think they know 
is based on media, stories and 
experiences shared by friends  
and family. 

Find out what they do know, what 
they are thinking, feeling, worried 
about and looking forward to. In  
Now What? I share 20 misconceptions 
that families can have. If these are  
not identified and clarified, you  
are setting yourself up for unmet  
expectations, which usually results  
in disappointment, frustration  
and complaints. 

Provide your families with some 
insight into the operational reality of 
seniors’ care. Then you can have an 
“expectations conversation” looking at 
what they can expect from you and 
what you can expect from them. The 
family is now a member, a citizen of 
your community, and with that role 
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comes a responsibility they are likely 
not even aware of.

TAKE THE LEAD AND BE THE 
GUIDE YOUR FAMILIES NEED 
AND WANT (EVEN IF THEY 
DON’T KNOW IT… YET)
This is your opportunity to set the 
stage and change the narrative. New 
families are out of their comfort zone. 
This is a whole new environment, 
which you know like the back of your 
hand. They are struggling with a lack 
of information while reeling with the 
emotional turmoil this decision  
can launch.

When you assume the role as lead 
and guide, with intention, you can 
provide the calm and assurance they 
need while creating the experience by 
design, not by default. 

If you are feeling rushed, like you are 
squeezing another admission into an 
already busy day, think about how 
your family’s first impression is going 
to be felt and remembered. First 
impressions matter, and they  
are lasting. 

REDESIGN YOUR ADMISSION 
PROCESS INTO AN 
ONBOARDING EXPERIENCE
Admissions are a key part of your 
business operations. The average 
home has 50% of their resident 
population change every year. With 
reduced occupancy due to COVID, it 
is likely you are needing to increase 
your admissions to bring your 
occupancy levels back up.  

This provides an incredible 
opportunity to build your culture 
on the way in, one family at a time. 
You can choose to view each new 
family as an opportunity to change 

the narrative and provide the insight 
and education needed to ease the 
pressure of their new role. You can be 
their guide and influence how they 
either react or respond to their new 
reality and how they interact with 
your care team members. Happier 
families lead to happier staff and 
a more pleasant home and work 
environment for your residents, care 
team members and families. 

Here is how I responded to Mary’s 
desire to be told her life will get better 
after she moves her husband into 
long-term care: Yes, that is absolutely 
possible, and here’s how you can 
contribute to making it easier  
for yourself:

•  Be open to acknowledge and 
accept all the emotions you are 
feeling and seek the support  
you need;

•  Be willing to accept his new home 
as your new community that you 
are now a citizen of, and welcome 
and appreciate the care team 
members as a partner in your 
husband’s care; 

•  Be curious and ask questions, 
follow their advice, and trust that 
they are doing the absolute best 
they can; and

•  Allow them to take the lead with 
the care and support and give 
yourself time to heal, grieve and 
grow into your new role as a 
resident’s spouse.  

Now, more than ever, investing in a 
relational approach with your families 
by design, not by default, is a powerful 
way to build your culture on the way 
in, one family at a time.  LTCT




