
This Discussion Guide is intended 

to increase awareness that a long-

term care facility is a communal 

living environment, and to encour-

age those who work in these facili-

ties to reflect on what this means. 

Reflection questions invite readers 

to think about long-term care as a 

communal living environment in 

terms of four interdependent 

themes (Figure 1). 

What is the Purpose of This Guide? 

Some Background... 

Communal living is not a common arrangement for most adults before entering a long-term care facility. However, there is po-

tential for a communal living environment to afford many benefits to individuals who need this level of care.  

Current trends indicate that more seniors are living independently for longer in Canada and in other countries around 

the world. This has led to a growing desire for programs and services designed to help people stay in their homes for 

as long as possible. Despite this, there will continue to be a high demand for supportive living environments including 

long-term care facilities because there comes a point when no amount of home-based service will be adequate for 

some people. 

There has been a focus in long-term care facilities on person-centred care and the implementation of a home-like envi-

ronment. Great strides in the quality of care can be credited to this perspective. More recently, there is also increasing 

emphasis on relationship-centred care in recognition of the interdependency among patients, families, practitioners, 

and communities in the context of care.  

Further value is added by understanding long-term care facilities as communal living environments. 
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Figure 1. The four interdependent themes that underlie 

the Reflection Questions presented in this Guide 
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Have you ever thought about the fact that a long-term care facility is a 

“communal living environment”? What does this mean to you? 
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The long-term care facility itself provides the space within which 

communal living occurs. How do you think the physical setting influences 

how people live their lives within the facility? 

Ask yourself… 

In your facility, can people balance their 

need to be alone with their need to be 

with other people? How do people do 

this? 

Are the common areas of your facility set 

up to encourage shared use? What could 

be better? 

Think about a resident who is very social, 

and one who is very private. Are they both 

able to make themselves at home in the 

facility? What does this look like for each 

of them? 

What we know… 

The physical environment itself can be an 

asset or a hindrance to the successful de-

velopment of a communal living environ-

ment. 

One size does not fit all.  Personal prefer-

ences play a role.  

Ask yourself… 

What is good about working in a commu-

nal living environment? What is not so 

good? 

What is good about living in a communal 

environment for people with high care 

needs? What is not so good? 

What guides your thoughts and actions 

when you are helping to balance the needs 

of individuals with the needs of the group?  

What does thinking about your facility as a 

communal environment add to your view 

of how care should be provided? 

What we know… 

Research indicates that communal living 

can contribute to social support, role 

modeling of healthy behaviours, positive 

social control and “communal coping.” 

Long-term care facilities are communal 

living environments that provide accom-

modation, hospitality, and health services 

to older adults who are no longer able to 

live independently. 
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Communal living is about relationships. What joys and challenges stem 

from living together in a long-term care facility? 

What we know… 

The social benefits of communal living are 

closely tied to the relationships that exist 

among those who share the environment. 

In long-term care facilities, new relation-

ships are developed with health care pro-

viders, other residents and volunteers, and 

existing relationships may be maintained 

with friends and family who reside outside 

of the facility. 

People value and pursue different types of 

relationships (care-based and social) ac-

cording to their own needs, expectations, 

and capacities. Reciprocity is an important 

element in most relationships. 

Ask yourself… 

Do people in your facility tend to stay in 

touch with important people in their lives 

who live outside of the facility? Are there 

ways in which the environment makes this 

easier or harder?  

In your facility, do people develop relation-

ships with each other as well as with staff? 

What do these relationships look like? Do 

people seem satisfied with the relation-

ships they develop? What could be better? 

 

Have you seen people who live in the 

facility do things to help each other? 

What would encourage people to help 

each other more often? 

Think of a situation where roommates 

got along well, and a situation where 

there were problems. What made one 

situation work while the other did not? 

Are there things staff can do to increase 

the likelihood of things going well?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Are there things that come up that are 

important to almost everyone who lives 

in the facility? What happens when issues 

of general concern come up?  

Do people who live in the facility tend to 

agree or disagree about what is best for 

the group? What happens when they 

agree? What happens when they disa-

gree? 

Do the people who live in your facility 

have a chance to participate in group 

decision making? What could be better? 
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Communal living is not a common arrangement for most adults before 

entering a long-term care facility. Moreover, this major adjustment 

occurs when people are quite vulnerable. What can make it easier? 

Ask yourself…  

Have you noticed that new residents are sur-

prised by some things about life here once 

they settle in? What would help prepare peo-

ple for these things? Is respite stay a good way 

to prepare people for long-term care? 

Is there information that is not collected now 

that would be useful to help people adjust to 

living in the facility? What information? How 

might this be added to current practice? 

What do you think is the best way to make 

sure the opinions of people with cognitive im-

pairments and dementia are considered in 

group decisions? Is there a process in your 

facility for including them directly or by proxy? 

What is the process? What could be better? 

What difference might this make? 

What we know... 

Adjustment to life in a long-term care fa-

cility is supported by relevant past experi-

ence, processes of empowerment in the 

new environment, and the ability to bal-

ance the need for individuality with a 

sense of community. 

Cognitive impairment and dementia are 

common among long-term care residents. 

Sometimes there is a need for communica-

tion by proxy to support the development 

of a successful communal living environ-

ment. 
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