
 

When Is It Time for Residential Care? 

How do you know the right time to look at increasing external supports or 
services or putting your family member’s name on a list for placement?  
Caregivers experience guilt, sadness, worry, and dread around these issues and 
ongoing ambivalence about making these decisions. 

They see their relatives suffering and agonize over their promises to “always look 
after them”, to keep them at home, no matter what”. Caregivers experience high 
degrees of stress and anxiety in these situations and find their own ability to cope 
decreasing. Frequently VIHA Social Workers are asked to connect with families 
who are struggling with these decisions. 

Often the decision is made by a sudden shift in abilities or an admission to 
hospital.  With the ever increasing pressure on the limited number of facility beds, 
even once the decision has been made; there can be an extended wait which in 
turn puts pressure on caregivers. 

When you live with care giving day-to-day it is difficult to see the gradual changes 
in the person’s abilities. You forget that last month they were able to dress 
themselves, and now they need help. Sometimes it’s only when a friend stops by 
and says “wow, I can’t believe how much she’s changed in the last 6 months” 
that you finally see it for yourself. 

I often talk with family members about what their relative would have wanted if 
they realized how heavy their care needs would have become. Is it realistic to 
expect that from your child or spouse? We frequently see clients who said, “Don’t 
ever put me in a home” begin to thrive in a more social setting when they have 
more than just their caregiver attending to their needs. The caregivers 
themselves are relieved of the burden of providing hands-on care 24 hours a day 
and can again become “the daughter” or “the husband” and the quality of their 
relationship improves. 

Sometimes it’s helpful to do a mini review of your own mood and behaviors.  
Check in on yourself once a month and ask yourself these questions… 

Are you depressed, anxious, irritable, not sleeping?  Has this increased? 

Then take a look at your relative. Are they increasingly incontinent? Anxious 
when alone? Repetitive? More resistive to assistance? Needing more hands-on 
care or cueing and direction? Relying on you for their socialization? Waking in 
the middle of the night? Becoming disinhibited or impulsive?  Impatient and 
cranky? Rate how their needs have increased and how distressing this is to you. 



 

Accepting the reality that care giving is more than a one person job is difficult for 
most of us but reaching out for assistance and support makes it easier. Discuss 
how you are managing with your Case Manager. Be open to the possibility of 
using respite or wait listing for facility care even if your relative resists the idea.  
You still need to look after yourself.  Connect with the Family Caregiver’s 
Network and check out their workshops and education sessions as well as their 
support groups.  Share the burden. 
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