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ASSISTED LIVING FACILITY AS A HOME:
CASES IN SOUTHWEST VIRGINIA

Youngjoo Kim

(ABSTRACT)

Older people are as diverse a group as they were as younger people. Home
environments should reflect these diverse individuals’ varying interests, preferences, and
needs. In spite of efforts to remain independent and at home, some elderly people have to
leave conventional housing and move into long-term care facilities because of factors
such as mental or physical health problems or the loss of family members. Most elderly
people who move into these facilities do not feel “at home” in their new living
arrangements. Assisted living facilities (ALFs) have been developed as a response to
these issues. The major goal of assisted living is to create a supportive social setting that
elderly residents can call home. Although assisted living is the fastest growing long-term
care alternative, it still needs to continually change in response to the needs of older
residents and the desires and interests of family members.

The purpose of this study was to examine the features that make residents feel “at
home” in ALFs in Southwest Virginia and to suggest further policy and design guidelines
for better quality of ALFs as a “home.” For this purpose, residents’ needs, experiences,
and opinions of the physical environment, the social environment, and the organizational

environments such as policies and programs of ALFs were identified.
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As a multi-site case study, I studied five ALFs in Southwest Virginia and did a
cross-case analysis. In addition to face-to-face interviews with 25 residents and five
administrators of five ALFs, I also conducted observations and recorded my feelings in a
personal journal with document review. To analyze the data gathered in this study, I used
the constant comparative method of data analysis.

The respondents’ age range was between 64 and 95 and the average age was 82.
There were 6 males and 19 females among the respondents and most of them were
widowed. They came from a wide geographic area, and most of them have lived in
single-family homes for a long time. Many had children or family members nearby.

Overall, the five sites selected presented homelike features showing the
philosophy of assisted living which combines housing and services. Each facility was
designed to be a single-family house or multi-family dwelling in outside appearance.
However, the older the structure, the fewer homelike features were provided.

As a whole, residents felt isolation and loneliness and they did not have active
interaction with other residents because of diverse background among the residents.
During meals, people had active interaction with one or two residents. However, all of
them had close relationships with the staff. The staff’s attitude and behavior seemed to
influence greatly the residents’ feeling “at home.” Friends and family members also
provided an important role for the residents to adjust to their new environment.

Despite the provision of diverse activities by the facilities, many residents did not
participate in the programs. Among the services provided, there were only a few
complaints about food and mealtimes. Most of the residents agreed that the rules and

regulations were fair; however, one person disagreed with the smoking rules.
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For the meaning of “home,” many residents talked about love, fellowship,
privilege, stability, and security. The administrators tried to make the residents feel “at
home;” however, they mentioned the limitation of providing a real “home” for the
residents due to the residents’ diversity. Some categories which could contribute to the
perception of ALFs as a “home” were classified by the researcher: safety and security,
services and care, autonomy/privacy, independence, social life/friendship, family support,
daily routine, personalization, physical environment, and management.

Regardless of the type of facilities and the residents’ characteristics, most of the
respondents were satisfied with their current dwelling. In spite of high satisfaction with
the facility, many people did not think of their current dwelling as a real “home.” As the
biggest difference between living in their own homes and living in the ALF, people
pointed out a lack of independence, freedom, and autonomy. Moreover, they talked about
the loneliness stemming from living with strangers who are not their family or friends.

Residents of ALFs may have reordered their priorities in their current life
situation so that safety, security, and care were more important to them than feeling “at
home.” Among the four factors --personal, physical, social, and organizational-- that
affect the residents’ perception of ALFs as a “home,” many emphasized the importance
of social factors such as relationships with the staff and residents, and social support from

their family or friends.
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