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The history of Care Options

In 1998 EAC and John Moore’s University, Liverpool interviewed 1,000 older people living in Care Homes for the Office of Fair Trading.  The research was part of a project to establish how much of a say residents had had in choosing where they lived, and in managing their lives once they had moved ‘into care’.  The findings were extremely dispiriting.  Few had been able to exercise choice.  Whilst many had adapted to their new situation, this had often been at the expense of any hope of retaining individuality and self-respect.
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In December 1999, The Lloyds TSB Foundation offered EAC funding to see what we could do to arm older people with better information and tools to help them make choices, however constrained these might by factors such as mental or physical infirmity, or ability to pay. 

How was a potential resident to choose between available homes, each of which could meet their care needs professionally and well - but only some of which would feel like home to them?  To choose between homes that would or wouldn’t offer a choice of menus, decoration or social activities? Would or wouldn’t refer to them as ‘love’ or ‘dear’?  Would or wouldn’t accept them as ‘normal’ whether they looked for privacy or companionship, read books or watched television, had familiar or unfamiliar cultural traits?

Dr Anne Titman was appointed to drive the work forward, and in discussions and focus groups involving residents, relatives and carers, care home owners, local government officers and voluntary groups, identified ten key areas of information people felt they would need to make effective choices between homes.  Some of these were largely factual - for example information about the building (rooms, garden, wheelchair access), accessibility (location, transport routes, distances to amenities) or costs (standard fees, charges for extras).  The first part of the questionnaire we devised addressed these. 

Other areas identified as important were harder to address.  These included staff attitude; the home’s philosophy of care; its approach to personal choice, safety, social interaction and involvement of relatives; its spending priorities - all these had to be tackled to complete the kind of picture of each home that was needed.  We devised and tested a supplementary questionnaire which asked home owners, in confidence, for their views on these matters.  And condensing a further year’s work into a sentence, we discovered it was possible to group homes into types according to the answers they gave.  The seven types of home we identified are clearly distinguishable in terms of the ‘flavour’ of the service they offer - their management style, ethos and culture.

By late 2001 we had conceived the complete ‘Care Options’ package we hoped to develop.  This would include 3 elements - a tool to help people seeking care to establish their own priorities at the outset; a new, up to date database of factual information about each UK home; and the classification of each home into one of our 7 lifestyle types.  In July 2002, EAC and Help the Aged entered into a partnership to develop Care Options into a definitive and comprehensive service to older people.  We aim to make it available by mid-2003.

We believe that Care Options will also help care home owners understand their consumers better, and in time lead to greater confidence in presenting what they have to offer, what kinds of residents they actually want to attract, and how they differ from other homes in terms of the kinds of life and lifestyles they aim to support and encourage.

