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About Care Guidance

• Founded in 2015 by PAN Group after an employee had to find aged care for his Dad

• PAN established the company to be an agent of change in the industry

• Our purpose is to empower all families to find the right care for their loved one

• Our referral network includes public and private hospitals, home and community care 
providers, and community/charitable organisations

• Unashamedly high touch in all our services and solutions



About Care Guidance cont’d

Concierge Service
• Hands-on aged care placement 
• Discharge from hospital
• Transition from home care to resi

care

Wellbeing Program
• Social Workers in residential 

aged care facilities

Hospital Social Work
• Social Work and discharge 

planning in private health

• Bariatrics
• Under 65s
• Dementia & Complexity
• NDIS 
• TAC



Context: Royal Commission 

Overlay of dementia and mental health – mental health needs in the too hard basket for people 
experiencing cognitive decline

“the current system does not sufficiently recognise the importance of proactively supporting 
older people’s emotional wellbeing.”

Aged Care Royal Commission Final Report, p. 76

EPISODIC
Low volume,  

Moderate to high 
mental health 

needs

ONGOING
High volume, 

Low to moderate 
mental health 

needs

Public health 
system

(specifically 
funded)

Aged care 
system

(not specifically 
funded)



RACFs - current context (Australia)

Lack of embedded multidisciplinary & interdisciplinary care

Biomedical model

Task-focused approach to care

Limited focus on psychosocial-spiritual care



RACFs - current context (Australia)

• 50% of residents live with depressive symptoms (AIHW 2013) and new cases of depression often arise 
throughout the first year following admission (Hoover et al. 2010).

• Tendency to adopt pharmacological treatment approaches to mental health rather than non-
pharmacological approaches, despite concerns about effectiveness in RACF settings (Boyce et al. 
2012).

• The median length of stay is now less than two years, with increased frailty and multiple comorbidities 
(AIHW 2021; Eager, Westera & Kobel 2020).

• 54% of older adults living in residential care in 2019-2020 had dementia. This equates to approx. 
132,000 people (AIHW 2021).

• Only 11-17% of RACFs have access to psychological or social work support (Meulenbroeks et al. 2022; 
Stargatt et al 2016).



RACFs - palliative & end-of-life care

• Of the 115,000 residents discharged due to death in 2015-2016, it is estimated that each facility 
experiences one death per week (AIHW 2017; Jain et al. 2021).

• “Palliative and end-of-life care, like dementia care, should be considered core business for aged 
care providers. People at the end of their lives should be treated with care and respect” (Royal 
Commission Final Report, p. 67).

• Palliative care improves the quality of life of patients and that of their families who are facing 
challenges associated with life-threatening illness, whether physical, psychological, social or 
spiritual (WHO 2020).

• Aged care residents are emotionally affected by the decline and deaths of their peers (Walker & 
Paliadelis 2016).



Only 8 minutes of 
allied health 
support (mostly 
physiotherapists) 
per day!

Eager, Westera, Kobel 2020



The transition period

• The transition period is a stressful life event for older adults, with the potential to increase 
feelings of helplessness and psychological distress (Castle 2011; Brownie & Horstmanshof 2012).

• On admission, residents find themselves in an unfamiliar environment, often at a time of crisis, 
after an acute medical event, hospitalisation, or following the death of a family member. 

• Older adults may be admitted against their wishes, with family conflict sometimes evident. 

• There is often very little time to prepare for this major life transition.

• Older adults are often experiencing multiple losses when they transition to a RACF (Shin 2015). 



How do older 
adults experience 
the transition into 
residential aged 

care?

Pacque et al. 2018; Rashidi et al. 2019; 
Cho et al. 2017; Osterlind et al. 2016; 
Djivre et al. 2012



Multiple 
losses can 
lead to 
cumulative 
grief



The social work profession

AASW, Code of Ethics 2020

Enhance individual and collective wellbeingEnhance

Attempt to resolve personal and interpersonal problems Resolve

Improve and facilitate engagement with the broader society for individuals, families, 
groups & communities

Improve and 
facilitate

Protect the vulnerable from oppression and abuseProtect

Address systemic barriersAddress



Person in 
environment 

approach



• Person in environment 
approach is a guiding principle 
of social work practice.

• Important to understand that 
individual behaviour is viewed in 
light of environmental contexts.

• Dynamic and interactive system.

• Characterised by 
interrelationships that occur 
between the individual and the 
various systems. 



Where are Social Workers employed?

• Hospitals 

• Aged Care Assessment Teams

• Rehab services

• Community health 

• Primary Health Networks

• Senior legal services

• Mental health services

• Palliative care services

• Disability services

• Private practice

• Policy and research

• Homelessness services

• Not for profit community 
services

Very few Social Workers are employed in Australian Residential Aged Care Facilities!



SW scope of practice with older adults

• Assessments

• Counselling, therapy & mediation

• Conflict resolution

• Advocacy 

• Practical assistance

• Case management

• Service coordination

• Education & resources

• Discharge planning

• Policy & research

AASW, Scope of SW Practice in Aged Care 2015



The United States model

Federal government requires 
facilities with more than 120 

beds to employ a full-time 
social worker

Federally funded nursing 
homes are required to provide 

social services to attain or 
maintain mental and 

psychosocial wellbeing of each 
resident

Simons, Bern-Klug & An 2012



What does quality 
psychosocial care 

involve? 

Simons, Bern-Klug & An 2012

“Psychosocial services in nursing homes 
should be comprehensive in scope and 

address the psychological, social, 
emotional, and behavioural needs of 

residents, which can also include 
working closely with family members”



The impact of the pandemic

“Social workers are trained to run 
toward the emotional chaos, 
offering their skills to support 

people’s own coping process. Good 
psychosocial care, even in the 
midst of a pandemic, can help 

people identify and build on their 
natural resilience. Core features of 
psychosocial care in a crisis include 

access to information and 
emotional support”



Provision of holistic, person-centred care

Advocacy

Biopsychosocial assessments

Supporting the needs of residents and 
families

Supporting other staff members

Supporting decision making

The Australian story



SW interventions 
within RACFs
• Biopsychosocial-

spiritual assessment

• Reminiscence therapy

• Dignity therapy

• Group work

• Legacy creation

• Family/carer 
counselling

• Psychoeducation

• Grief & loss 
counselling

• Bereavement support

• Advance care planning

• Family meetings/case 
conferences

• VCAT applications

• EPOA/MTDM/NDIS/Wills

• Staff education & 
debriefing

• Advocacy & Crisis 
intervention

• Elder abuse 
advice/referrals

* Artwork by Alyse Ruriani (via Instagram)



About the Wellbeing Program

• As we grew & developed our ‘Concierge Service’, we realised how hard it is for clients to adjust to RACF

• We weren’t comfortable with how little support clients have with the emotional distress they 
experience

• We acquired a Social Work agency which was private health-focussed, but also did some work in RACFs

• We saw the Social Work in aged care component as a solution to the wellbeing challenges faced by our 
clients post-admission

• The Wellbeing Program operates in several homes across Melbourne and we are working to expand it



The Wellbeing Program as part of the solution

• Social Workers bring a discipline-specific focus to emotional health and wellbeing, taking into 
account psychosocial factors

• Wellbeing Program designed to be high volume, on-going rather than episodic as per some other 
mental health professions

• Wellbeing Program is NOT a lifestyle program

• Skilled at managing the interface between dementia and mental health



Elsie’s Story
• 83 years old admitted to RACF for permanent care directly 

from hospital in early 2021.

• Previously living at home but experiencing progressive 
functional decline and multiple falls.

• Widowed. 4 x children. Estranged from one child, one child 
deceased.

• Was the carer for her husband and son prior to their death.

• Long history of anxiety, particularly post partum. 

• Multiple medical comorbidities. Progressive OA, RA, OP. Bed 
bound from admission. 

• Frightened to use the lifting machine. Never left her room.

• Periods of hallucinations and delusions throughout admission.

• Long periods of isolation from family during the lockdowns.

• Died comfortably at the facility in 2022 with family present and 
community palliative care support.



Elsie’s Story –
SW Interventions
• Weekly SW visits over the course of 1 year

• Biopsychosocial-spiritual assessment

• Holistic grief & loss counselling

• Trauma informed approach

• Reminiscence, life review & meaning making

• Legacy creation (Neil Diamond scrapbook)

• Family support and psychoeducation

• Advocacy

• Liaison with key facility staff

• Bereavement family support

• “Reveal the person behind the resident” (cited in 
Hardy et al 2020)



Wellbeing program pilot insights



Wellbeing program Pilot insights



Wellbeing program Pilot insights



Wellbeing program Pilot insights

“At the beginning of 2020 we engaged Care Guidance to provide an 
inhouse wellbeing program to support our residents, families and staff. 
This has proved to be an extremely valuable decision for us. 

The Social Workers have been wonderful to work with and have already 
provided great support to those who have needed it. They are also an 
amazing support to management and offer a wealth of experience and 
knowledge that we constantly tap into. [COVID] has highlighted the need 
to have inhouse expertise in dealing with complex people issues.”

- FACILITY MANAGER



Wellbeing delivery models

Social Worker attends aged care home on regular days, eg., twice a week, weekly,  
fortnightlyEmbedded

Currently in pilot phase, Care Guidance concierge placements accompanied by 5 
hours of support from Social Worker post-admission to assist with transitionTransition

Homes make single referrals to Care Guidance for a Social Worker to attend a 
particular case, eg for counselling, challenging family dynamics, casework etcReferral 



Wellbeing: Future opportunities 

• Still not the recognition we 
would like for emotional 
wellbeing in AN-ACC but 
opportunities for reform

• Wellbeing Program with social 
workers in aged care offers an 
opportunity to work within 
current funding envelopes to 
improve resident wellbeing 
and residence harmony 
overall

• Also opportunities in home 
and community care



Questions

lpaterson@careguidance.com.au

jwood@careguidance.com.au

www.careguidance.com.au

mailto:lpaterson@careguidance.com.au
mailto:jwood@careguidance.com.au
http://www.careguidance.com.au/
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