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Creating a Positive Care Home Experience for People Living with 

Dementia: A narrative review of the literature 

Abstract 

Background: Alzheimer’s disease International (2015) acknowledges the 

increased incidence of dementia. It is estimated that two thirds of people with 

dementia live in care homes. As the incidence of dementia is expected to 

increase as the population ages, it is imperative that we understand the factors 

which create a positive care home environment to ensure a positive care 

experience for people living with dementia. 

Aim: This article aims to provide a review of the literature relating to creating a 

positive care home environment in order to improve understanding of the factors 

which contribute to improve care experiences for residents living with dementia. 

Method: A narrative review was undertaken to examine factors that influence 

care home environments. Nine databases were searched using a range of 

search terms relating to dementia and care homes. 

Findings: The literature identified that both organisation culture and workforce 

development were important factors in creating a positive care home experience. 

Conclusion: Although the evidence is limited, it is essential to acknowledge that if 

the workforce are to gain the necessary knowledge and skills, a person centred 

approach based on research based evidence is essential 

Keywords: 

Care homes; Dementia or Alzheimer’s disease; Dementia Training; Workforce 

Development; Culture; Quality of Care; 
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Introduction 

Alzheimer’s Disease International (2015) acknowledges the increased incidence 

of dementia, with two thirds of residents supported in care homes living with this 

condition. The changing demographics of older people living with dementia is 

expected to increase in the next ten to twenty years. Health and social care 

experience many challenges due to the changing demographics therefore, it is 

essential that the policy drivers view dementia as a national priority if positive 

care home experiences are to be created. International Council of Nurses (2012) 

argue that if the quality of care within care homes is to improve then the gap 

between good performing and poor performing services needs to reduce.  

  

Dementia is a national concern for governments in the UK. It is currently 

estimated that 800,000 people in the UK have a diagnosis of dementia, and this 

is predicted to rise to one million by 2025 (Alzheimer’s Society, 2014). Dementia 

Strategies have been developed by devolved governments across the UK, with a 

focus on improving the wellbeing and support for people with dementia 

(Department of Health, 2009; Scottish Government, 2013). With this in mind, it is 

imperative that we understand the factors that contribute to creating a supportive 

and positive care home experience for people living with dementia.  
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Aim of the review 
This article aims to provide a narrative review of the literature relating to creating 

a positive care home environment in order to improve understanding of the 

factors which contribute to improved care experiences for residents living with 

dementia.   

Search Strategy 
Nine Databases (CINAHL, Medline, Health Source, SAGE journals, Science 

Direct, PsycINFO, Taylor and Francis Journals, Web of Science, ProQuest) were 

searched using Boolean AND/OR for the keywords; Care homes; Dementia or 

Alzheimer’s Disease; Dementia Training; Workforce Development; Culture; 

Quality of Care. Inclusion criteria for the review are listed below.  

- Publication date between 2006-2016 

- Primary research or systematic reviews 

- Research relating to care homes only.  

The literature search returned 23 papers which met the inclusion criteria following 

based on the information on the title and abstract. Each paper was read in detail 

and key findings were extracted and are presented below.  

Findings 

The Influence of Organisational Cultures      
The literature review found that the organisational culture may influence care 

home experiences (Luff et al. 2011) and quality of care in care homes (Beek and 

Gerritsen, 2010). One aspect of organisational culture is person centred care. 

The importance of person centred care is not a new concept; there is a vast 
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amount of literature available which discusses the view that this approach 

underpins the foundations of relationships, resulting in positive outcomes for 

individuals living in care homes (Kitwood, 1993; Kitwood, 1997; McKeown et al. 

2010). Likewise Sheard (2013) proposes that where organisations do not 

embrace a culture of person centred approaches, the workforce may not gain the 

necessary knowledge and skills to support people living with dementia. 

Additionally, the organisational learning culture may be important. A study by 

Grealish et al. (2014) was completed to ascertain the organisational learning 

cultures within three care homes. The results show that there may be a 

relationship between care home cultures where the importance of continual 

learning is more effective when a change facilitator is accessible (Tung et al. 

2008; Grealish et al. 2014). Change facilitators support the workforce to adapt to 

change where they aim to motivate, value and involve people which results in 

improved performance as well as better staff retention (Taplin and Rasic, 2012).   

As a result of the studies presented it is concluded that where a learning culture 

is prevalent, there is an increased likelihood that a positive care home 

experiences will be created (Luff et al, 2011).  

 

The type of organisational culture is also important to consider. An ethnographic 

study was undertaken by Nakrem (2015), focusing on understanding 

organisations with cultural principles for quality of care and suggests that for care 

homes to flourish, a culture of honesty and learning requires to be present 

(Nakrem, 2015). Beek and Gerritsen (2009) carried out a qualitative cross 

sectional-design using systematic observations and questionnaires to examine 
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the relationship between the organisational cultures of care homes and the 

quality of care for residents living with dementia. They found an association 

between the culture of the care homes and the quality of care, and the findings 

imply that a clan culture may achieve improved quality of care.  Nakrem (2015) 

relates organisational cultures within care homes to the quality of care provided, 

likewise Killet et al. (2016) recognises that there may be a link between care 

home cultures and the quality of care, however there is limited research to 

support this argument. Killet at al. (2016) suggests that care homes require to 

improve their understanding of organisational cultures if the gap between good 

quality of care and poor quality of care is to reduce. Dewar (2007) suggests that 

clan cultures improve care home environments as they build on relationships 

which support person centred approaches. A clan culture is described as a 

collaborative culture which is compared to a family like culture; this tradition 

focuses on working together and providing support for the workforce (Tharp, 

2009). Scot et al. (2003) offer a similar point of view; care homes that promote a 

clan culture provide a better standard of care, as opposed to a hierarchy or 

market culture which are generally influenced by either authoritarian structures or 

competitiveness and profit (Tharp, 2009) .  

 

Creating a Skilled Workforce for Care Homes  
The need for increased workforce training and education in order to improve the 

experiences for people living with dementia in care homes has been widely 

acknowledged within the literature (Alzheimer’s Society, 2007; Hughes et al., 

2008; Wild et al. 2010; Stone and Harahan, 2010). The Alzheimer’s Society 
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(2007) argue that the workforce have insufficient knowledge and understanding 

to appropriately support people living with dementia if a positive care home 

experiences is to be achieved. Similarly, Stone and Harahan, (2010) recommend 

that if the workforce is to develop further then the policy drivers require to place 

more focus on resources to support this population where consideration is given 

to a competency based framework.  

 

Board et al. (2012) discuss how education can improve care for residents living 

with dementia where the introduction of an interaction educational programme is 

considered. The results of the evaluation suggest that the workforce generally 

have a good knowledge base on how to support residents who live with 

dementia. However, Nakrem (2015) argues that although dementia training is 

provided to develop the workforce, it is vital that the messages learned are 

reviewed through reflection at regular intervals, due to the complex health needs 

experienced by some residents living with dementia. Dewar (2007) presents 

similar findings where the importance of continual learning is recommended if a 

positive learning environment is to be created within care homes. 

 

Another important factor raised is that training opportunities increase staff 

confidence, abilities and responsibilities which aim to improve the quality of care 

for residents living in care homes (Wild et al. 2010). Therefore It is essential that 

the workforce gain the necessary skills to create a positive environment for 

people living with dementia however, it is also important that carers (formal) gain 
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confidence if a culture of learning is to be achieved (Scottish Government, 2011; 

Walker and Gillies, 2013).   

Key findings recognised in the studies discuss how dementia training influences 

staff performance and self-efficacy.(Wild et al. 2010; Walker and Gillies, 2013) 

However, several studies convey concerns with regards to the quality of the 

dementia training materials (Gould and Reed, 2009; Broughton et al. 2011; 

Spector et al. 2013 and Fossey et al. 2013).  Also, the quality of dementia 

training may be a contributing factor to the standard of care provided for 

example, whether training is easily accessed, up to date and evidence based. 

Spector et al. (2013) suggest that dementia training needs to be evidenced 

based if the standards of care are to be to a good standard.  There is a wealth of 

evidence within the literature that suggests that dementia training materials are 

not being underpinned by evidence based research (Fleming and Fitzgerald, 

2009; Spector et al. 2013; Fossey et al. 2014). Therefore, if a positive care home 

experience is to be created it is important that the workforce gain the necessary 

knowledge and skills based on learning frameworks that are evidence based 

(Dewar, 2007). 

 

The effectiveness of dementia training may be measured by the level of 

knowledge and understanding gained from staff following training sessions 

(Gould and Reed, 2009). Hughes et al. (2008) discuss the positive impact that an 

increased knowledge of dementia has on the quality of the care provided for 

residents who live with dementia. Nolan et al. (2006) suggest that further 

research is required to ascertain how the workforce knowledge and skills 
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influences quality of care for people living with dementia in care homes if good 

practice is to be recognised. However, Fleming and Fitzgerald (2009) recognise 

several issues that may be a challenge when the introduction of dementia 

training is implemented to support the workforce within care homes for example, 

the diverse cultural backgrounds of staff or the difficulties that may develop when 

attempting to release staff from their shift to attend training.   

 

Limitations of the review 
This paper was UK focused and might not be applicable to a wider international 

audience. In addition, it does not consider the presence of co-morbidities of 

residents living with dementia in care homes, which may further impact on the 

care home experience. This paper aimed to provide a narrative of the current 

situation as presented in the literature and as such has made no attempt to 

critically appraise the methodology of each study included. Future work in this 

area may include a systematic review which identifies the strength of the 

evidence for both workforce training and organisational cultures in creating a 

positive care home experience.  

Implications for practice 
There is a limited amount of research which focuses on the organisational 

cultures of care homes and how these relate to the experiences of people living 

with dementia in care homes. However, the emerging evidence suggests a clan 

culture may be linked to more positive care home experience. Research and 

policy clearly suggests that effective person centred care and outcomes create 
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positive care home experiences. However research linking the effectiveness of 

person centred approaches with specific organisational cultures is limited. This 

paper recommends that further research linking care home culture with the 

quality of care experienced by people living with dementia is essential, if positive 

care home experiences are to be created. While the evidence-based practice to 

support positive care home environments is limited, it is important to recognise 

that there are models of good practice, for example My Home Life Programme 

(Dewar, 2016). International Council of Nurses (2012) suggests that collaborative 

approaches are essential if the experiences of people living with dementia in care 

homes are to improve. 

The findings of the review indicate that there is a limited amount of research 

which focuses on the organisational cultures of care homes and how these relate 

to the experiences of people living with dementia in care homes. Therefore this 

paper recommends that further research linking care home cultures with the 

quality of care experienced by people living with dementia is essential, where the 

recommendations highlighted below are considered. 

   

Recommendations: 

- Care Inspectorate place more focus on person centred care as opposed to 

compliance models (Cook and Miller, 2012) 

-  Care home providers build on relationships with the Care Inspectorate to 

improve quality of care.  
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- Researchers and practitioners work together to transfer evidence based 

practice within care homes (International Nurses Day, 2012) 

- Effective methods are introduced to reduce the gap between theory and 

practice (Crooke and Olswang, 2015). 

- The workforce gain sufficient knowledge and understanding of the factors 

that create a positive care home environment where effective evaluation is 

carried out (Draper et al. 2009)  

Conclusion  
This review examines the evidence of the factors which contribute to creating a 

positive care home experience for people living with dementia. The key findings 

in the literature are identified; the influence of organisational cultures on care 

home environments and the importance of creating a skilled workforce for care 

homes. The literature suggests that a clan culture is the preferred approach if a 

positive care home environment is to be achieved for people living with dementia; 

however the empirical evidence is limited for this population (Killett et al. 2016). 

Grealish et al. (2014) highlight that  learning cultures within care homes are 

essential however, where a culture change is suggested it may be necessary to 

access a change facilitator if a positive environment is to be created (Grealish et 

al. 2014). Although, it is also important to recognise that the culture within care 

homes require to be embraced by management if the ethos is to create a positive 

environment (Sheard, 2013). 

 

Dewar (2007) and Sheard (2013) recommend that if the workforce is to gain the 

necessary knowledge and skills a person centred approach based on research 
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based evidence is essential. However, the literature suggests that the workforce 

within care homes do not have sufficient knowledge and skills to support this 

population. Although, it is important to recognise the care homes that create a 

positive care home experience and share good practice to improve the image of 

care homes (Owen et al. 2012; Burtney et al. 2014). If quality of care in this 

setting is to continue to improve it is essential that dementia remains a 

Government priority where the culture within care homes embraces an ethos that 

enables the workforce to develop. Also, it is essential that when the Care 

Inspectorate carries out their inspections that they work in partnership with those 

involved if a positive care home experience is to be created.  
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