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About Evolving Communities
Evolving Communities is an independent Community Interest Company. We specialise
in public and stakeholder engagement and insight to help drive improvements in health
and social care. Our consultancy team objectively evaluates services from a stakeholder
perspective to help health and care providers find practical and effective solutions to
improve how services are designed, developed and delivered. We also run four local
Healthwatch services in Dorset, Gloucestershire, Somerset, and Wolverhampton.
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1. Introduction
Gloucestershire County Council (GCC) recently discovered that occupancy levels in four
of their care homes have fallen, and the physical environment of the homes no longer
meet the needs of residents. In particular, there is concern over the lack of modern
ensuite facilities in the care homes. GCC has also noticed that demand for residential
care home places has been falling, while the demand for care at home is increasing.
GCC are therefore considering closing four care homes:
● The Elms in Stroud
● Bohanam House in Gloucester
● Orchard House in Tewkesbury
● Westbury Court in the Forest of Dean.
GCC acknowledge that any potential closure would have an impact on residents and
their relatives/representatives. Therefore, they asked Evolving Communities to attend
a consultation meeting to independently speak with them about the impact a potential
closure may have on their health and wellbeing.
This report summarises our findings and recommendations for how to proceed based
on what people told us. It has been shared with GCC and presented at their Cabinet
meeting in June 2022.

2. What we did
Residents from all four care homes received a letter from GCC explaining the reasons
for the potential closure and inviting them and their relatives to a meeting to share
their views and concerns. We led each consultation meeting and recorded people’s
feedback. The meetings, which lasted between one and two hours, took place on the
following dates:
●
●
●
●

The Elms - 25 April 2022
Bohanam House - 29 April
Orchard House - 3 May
Westbury Court - 6 May

The main objective of these consultation meetings were to understand the likely impact
of a closure on residents/relatives’ health and wellbeing. To ensure we gained holistic
understanding, we asked a range of questions to structure the discussion. The open
meetings were followed by the offer of optional one-to-one sessions, where residents/
relatives could share more personal experiences.
We gave them our contact details so they could send any further comments after the
meetings. We also created an online survey for each care home (along with hard copy
versions) so that people who could not attend the meeting could also comment.
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Care home staff were also invited to share their views by email. Where their opinions
are included in the report, they are clearly highlighted to differentiate them from the
views of residents and relatives.
The deadline for residents, relatives and staff to provide additional comments was
13 May 2022.

3. Who we spoke to
Most meetings were attended by a mixture of residents and relatives. Nine people
attended at The Elms, 17 at Bohanam House, three at Orchard House and 29 at
Westbury Court.
A representative from The Orders of St John Care Trust (OSJCT) attended The Elms
meeting, but it was decided that the representative would not be present at the other
meetings to ensure that the consultation remained independent.
We received five emails and eight survey responses.

4. What people told us
The following is a summary of what residents and relatives said during the consultation
meetings, and in any follow-up correspondence. Comments are anonymous, and any
identifiable information has been changed.

4.1. The Elms, Stroud
Nine people were present at the consultation meeting - eight relatives and one resident.
A representative from the OSJCT was also in attendance to take any questions. Two
relatives shared their comments after the meeting via our survey.
Summarising the ‘feel’ in the meeting room
There was a general sense of acceptance that the home will likely close (the term
‘closure’ was repeatedly used by the people rather than ‘potential closure’).
Residents/relatives are:
● Fixated on what will happen post-closure rather than the possibility of keeping
it open.
● Deflated by and frustrated with the consultation process, and with
social services.
● Uncertain about what is coming next and eager to make arrangements.
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A potential or definite closure?
We had to remind people that this is a potential closure. The one resident in the room
repeatedly asked: “Where are we going?” and a relative queried whether the residents/
relatives will have any input into where they are placed. In response, the OSJCT
representative replied that each resident would be assigned a social worker. It is clear
that the resident and relatives believe this is a definite, rather than a potential, closure.
Concerns then turned to the four week’s notice period they thought they had to give
before moving their residents to a new care home. One relative shared that she had
secured a new home for her relative but was unhappy about the length of the notice
period. Once the OSJCT representative explained that residents can now move care
homes without a notice period, two relatives looked relieved and commented that they
were pleased with this decision.
The conversation then turned to queries about consultation deadlines and time periods
allocated for moving relatives out of the care home. There was a real sense that the
relatives were eager to have more information so that they could get on with the move.
Relatives were already making arrangements, and while one relative said they looked at
homes for several hours and discovered there were no vacancies, another had found a
home, stating: “He’s going to the one I really wanted him to go to in the first place.”

Difficulty with social services
A few people in the room commented that they found social services to be ‘obstructive’
and ‘difficult’. One relative shared that social services wanted their loved one to return
to their own home from hospital with a care package, despite them being a danger to
themselves and others. Social services had said that their loved one was capable, and
it was only because the hospital refused to release them unless it was to a care home,
that they relented. Another relative said there are blurred lines around when social
services will accept that it is no longer safe for someone to stay at home on their own,
which prompted the other relatives to question where this ‘tipping point’ is.

Reasons for the potential closure
When discussing reasons for the potential closure, opinions were mixed. One relative
said they were not surprised, they fully understood, and they felt the GCC
announcement process was done as well as it could be. Yet, another relative did not
understand the reasons, arguing that bed blocking persists in hospitals, and that
decisions like the potential closure do not take this into account.
The conversation soon shifted to the rise in demand for care at home, which is
considered to be a contributing factor to the reduction in occupancy levels across the
four care homes. One relative commented that care at home doesn’t suit everyone and
used the example of a relative who repeatedly suffered from falls at home. Another
shared that their relative had to sell his own home to fund his current care, so care at
home is not an option for him.
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Concern for staff
The relatives and residents shared their concerns over what may happen to care home
staff. One relative said: “I feel sorry for the staff and the morale must be very low”,
while others shared that they could sense that the staff were already being negatively
affected by the announcement.
The relatives also praised the staff for going to great lengths to understand an individual
resident’s quirks. One person mentioned that their relative cannot communicate well
yet the staff have built up a good relationship with her over the years. They know her
so well that even if she refuses to eat, when they return in a few minutes, she will feel
differently. This sparked a discussion around how effectively personal needs can be met
once an environment changes.

Stress and uncertainty
One relative described how their stress levels rocketed from the moment they heard
about the potential closure as their mother-in-law had only moved into The Elms the
day before. They describe their family as being ‘blindsided’, and fear that finding a new
home will be very difficult, as it has been previously.
A relative who contacted us by email stressed that moving their father from a settled
location to an unknown one, at the age of 94 and with dementia, brings a great deal of
worry and uncertainty.
Conversely, other relatives at the meeting shared that a move wouldn’t cause a great
deal of stress for their loved ones. One relative stated: “He’s in his own world” so
moving him won’t make much difference, to which another agreed, adding: “She won’t
understand where she is.” A further relative declared: “Carers are carers”, meaning they
believe their relative would receive equally good care and support elsewhere.
When asked if the residents would miss their daily activities, one relative responded
that because of COVID it might not make much difference, while another commented “I
haven’t got a clue what they do.” It is clear that the announcement at The Elms has had
a varied impact on different relatives.
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4.2. Bohanam House, Gloucester
Seventeen people were present at the consultation meeting – ten residents and seven
relatives. After the meeting one relative shared their opinions through the online survey,
one resident and one member of staff contacted us via email and one staff member
completed a survey.
Summarising the ‘feel’ in the meeting room
It is clear that the residents consider Bohanam House to be their home, and that
the thought of leaving it is unbearable for them.
Residents/relatives are:
● Fearful of the future: we sensed high levels of distress and observed an
overwhelming amount of (health-related and social) anxiety at the prospect of
leaving Bohanam House.
● Discouraged but hopeful: they hold on to hope that Bohanam House could stay
open and vow to do everything that they can to make that happen.
● An extremely close-knit community: they see themselves as ‘one family’ and are
terrified at the thought of being torn apart from one another.

It’s not a house, it’s a home
It quickly became clear that the residents of Bohanam House are very proud of, happy
with and comforted by the building they live in. One resident said: “This is a care home,
a home, our home [and] we want it to stay as it as, with all the people that are here.”
Residents commented that they enjoy spending time with each other, and that all
residents share one main lounge, which is the hub of their home. It was explained by
a member of staff that having one main lounge is special, because unlike other care
homes, Bohanam House does not separate those with dementia from those without
dementia. It worried staff that if residents had to move, they may be separated and
placed into different wards according to their mental state, and that this would be
upsetting for all involved. The residents/relatives implored GCC to imagine their own
parents being put in this situation, and suggested that GCC representatives go and live
at Bohanam House for a few weeks so they can see what it’s like.

Breaking bonds
It was evident to us that Bohanam House is comprised of lots of strong, established
connections. These connections are extensive, and exist not just between the residents,
but with the staff, families of other residents and the wider community. We observed
the interactions between residents/relatives and noticed that they have a great deal of
adoration and respect for one another. As one resident put it: “Everyone trusts each
other here.”
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The greatest worry that residents/relatives expressed is that they fear they may not
see each other again. This is also felt by staff, who voiced their concerns that a closure
would likely destroy the unique relationships between residents that have taken many
years to form. This prompted one staff member to contact us to ask us: “Are they all
going to be with their friendship groups [if moved].” Equally, residents/relatives shared
their worry for staff relationships. One resident commented: “You’re also breaking up
staff who have built bonds over years”, to which another resident added: “Some staff
have been here for 40 years.” Residents/relatives said that they are concerned for the
staff because they are their family; “They’re one of us.” Although staff are currently
“cheery, smiley and happy”, one relative noted that: “If you move them, they will have to
try and find their happy again.”
Residents/relatives appeared visibly pained when the conversation shifted to discuss
the possibility of losing the extended connections (the friendships formed with other
people’s relatives). While one relative never knew these people seven or eight years
ago, they now feel that “they will also be taken away from us.” Several relatives and
residents then commented on how well they got on with other people’s relatives and
proceeded to talk fondly about them. A relative’s two sons couldn’t attend the meeting,
but the relative was keen to share with us that: “they know all the residents.” As this
discussion came to a natural end, a relative remarked that: “It would be such a sad day
to say goodbye to everybody.”

Growing mental anguish
Not only do the residents fear bonds breaking, but they also fear having to build new
bonds. A few residents made comments around not wanting to start all over again. One
resident said that a particular concern is that others in a new home may not be used to
our ways, and that they may not like us moving into their home. Others agreed.
There was a general feeling in the room of sadness, which was summed up by one
resident who said: “A lot of the people are getting very depressed at the thought of it
[moving home].” This was followed by much nodding as well as verbal expressions of
agreement - “hear, hear.” Residents/relatives felt strongly that a move would require
reliving past traumas, and that this would be both taxing and harmful. Two main types
of traumatic experiences were described. Firstly, residents have had to relive the trauma
of having to leave their family homes and move into a care home:

“Now we are being asked to move on again. It’s bringing up all the
memories of the trauma.”
Secondly, those that have experienced trauma from having to leave a previous care
home will have to relive that trauma. One relative explained that if Bohanam House
closes, it will be the second closure for their mum, as she was in Trevone House before
it closed. Another relative noted that their mother, who is 102 years old, has previously
been moved from two other care homes.

Evolving Communities

8

An independent consultation on care homes

End-of-life plans
Relatives shared that much mental anguish has stemmed from not being able to control
the end-of-life plans prepared for their loved ones, and the guilt they would feel if
they could not carry them out. One relative shared that staff in a new home wouldn’t
know anything about their loved one and that’s not what they want for the end of her
life. Another relative said it’s a big upset for loved ones to be transferred to a new
environment when they deserve peace in their later life.
After the consultation, a relative approached us for a one-to-one conversation to share
her fear that she may not be able to carry out her mum’s dying wish, and this is adding
to the pain caused by watching her deteriorate. She said:

“My mother knew she was going to die here. It’s her dying wish that she
dies here like her mum did.”
The relative then questioned if their mum is moved: “Who’s going to know what she
wants?”, stating that it would be a very cold end to her life to die elsewhere. Before the
relative left, they emotionally disclosed: “I want her to die here.”

Physically demanding
Residents/relatives also shared their fears that some residents may not survive the
physical demands required of a move. The residents told us:

“They have tried to move a resident who has been bedridden for four
years and she has lost consciousness multiple times. If she was moved I
don’t think she would survive it.”
Some of the younger residents (in their eighties) shared concern for their older
residents. They explained there are several people in their late nineties and a few over
100, and argued that to move them would be ‘criminal’ and ‘barbaric’.

Case study:
Anxiety affects resident’s physical and mental health
One lady talked to us privately at the end of the meeting. She explained that she
was shaking violently due to her Parkinson’s, and she has experienced a drastic
deterioration in her physical condition due to elevated stress levels. She said:
“Moving into a new place where I don’t know anyone is affecting my mental health.
I have Parkinson’s and had to have more tablets because I couldn’t control my
shakes. It’s having a huge impact on my health.” The resident explained that she has
also been introduced to anti-anxiety medication to ease her anxiety, and that other
residents also need this [medication].
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4.3. Orchard House, Tewkesbury
Three people were present at the consultation meeting, and all were relatives. Out
of the four consultations, this meeting received the smallest turnout. One additional
relative and one staff member filled out the online survey; one relative filled out a hard
copy survey; and one relative and one staff member contacted us via email.
Summarising the ‘feel’ in the meeting room
It was surprising to see so few people turn up to the consultation meeting. One
relative said the absence of attendees “speaks volumes as everyone feels it will
close anyway.”
Relatives are:
●
●
●
●

Exhausted from and irritated by the consultation process
Convinced that a closure is inevitable
Concerned for the mental state of their loved ones
Confused as to what happens next.

Frustration with the consultation process
Although just three people attended our meeting, we were told: “There have been
so many meetings and many people cannot make them all.” People expressed their
annoyance that yet another meeting was being held on the coming Friday at 4pm,
which prompted one resident to remark: “What a rubbish time for a meeting.”
As we asked our questions, there was verbal frustration because the relatives felt they
had already answered these questions in the meetings with GCC. This frustration led
to the following comment: “The Council has invited Evolving Communities here as due
diligence and a tick box exercise.”
On several occasions throughout the meeting, the residents declared the ‘closure’ to
be a ‘done-deal’. One relative said that while other meetings have been very full, the
numbers have since dwindled because: “Everyone thinks it is a fait accompli.”

The reasons for potential closure
The relatives in the meeting did not agree with the reasons provided for the potential
closure. They argued that care home places are needed, and that demand for them
will only increase further in the near future. One relative commented that they found it
“hard to believe that there are unfilled vacancies [due to] the local hospitals being full of
patients waiting for placements in care homes.”
Another relative noted that while Orchard House has been negatively affected by
the coronavirus pandemic, “it was a very vibrant place with lots going on.” Another
relative felt that the pandemic has been used as an excuse for closure and said that
Evolving Communities
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the occupancy levels were at capacity just a few years ago. They described how they
would “walk around the ground floor three years ago and wave to the residents in their
rooms when the doors were open” and they noticed that all the rooms were full.
When the topic turned to the state of the facilities, those in the room argued that the
facilities are fine:

“We have spent a fortune paying for this and a wet room is not needed.
All she needs is a commode next to her bed.”
Yet a relative and a staff member who contacted us shared a different opinion. One
relative remarked: “We all know this is in need of an update”; while a staff member
stated: “Our residents deserve better facilities in this day and age” and referenced the
size of the rooms and the lack of bathrooms as a concern.

The feel of Orchard House is special
When the conversation shifted to how the relatives felt when they first visited Orchard
House, one relative described that they “knew straight away it was the right place.” The
same relative explained that when they were looking for a care home, the other ones
they looked at “left me cold”, whereas Orchard House was visibly “a bustling, happy
and vibrant place.” Another relative shared a similar experience, voicing that they have
visited other care homes “which are more like posh hotels [but] they are completely
soulless.” They all reiterated that the community feel of Orchard House is possible
because of the small size of the home, and expressed their sadness that if Orchard
House closed, it would break up a family. They went on to share that their relatives
would pop into people’s rooms for a chat or a cup of tea, and that they would miss this
if they had to move.
The relatives offered nothing but praise for the staff, who “love what they do, and it
shines through.” They shared that they are never made to feel a nuisance and always
feel involved in their loved one’s care.

“If I think about the closure too much I just want to burst into tears
because I have been so happy to have my mum here, and she has been
very happy too.”
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4.4. Westbury Court, Forest of Dean
Twenty-nine people were present at the consultation meeting. This meeting received
the largest turnout, comprising of 12 relatives and 17 residents. One additional relative
filled in the online survey because they couldn’t attend the consultation meeting.
Summarising the ‘feel’ in the meeting room
Residents/relatives are:
●
●
●
●

Desperate for the home to stay open
Devastated at the news of the potential closure
Confused at the reasons given for the potential closure
Skeptical as to whether it is at all possible to influence the final decision.

Residents and relatives lack trust in GCC
The consultation meeting started with an open discussion regarding the consultation
process, and it was evident that residents/relatives were skeptical of our intentions.
As the meeting went on, they became more trusting, and more open to sharing their
thoughts with us, including their mutual frustration of GCC. Comments were made such
as: “Mistrust under-runs all of this” and, “You get the embroidered story in [GCC’s]
favour.” There were three main reasons for their frustration.
1. Concerns over communication
Residents/relatives were dismayed that they were given such short notice (just two
days) before the first GCC consultation meeting took place. They felt that this was
unreasonable, especially when considering that relatives have work commitments
and that some have to travel long distances to visit their loved ones. They were also
unsatisfied with the reason given for the short notice, which was: “We didn’t want
to worry you.” This made the residents/relatives feel undervalued and disrespected.
One relative added that representatives of GCC were always late for meetings, and
that they had to wait for half an hour for one meeting to commence. The lack of
clear communication has led the residents/relatives to believe that GCC is not being
transparent with them.
2. Not convinced by the reasons for a potential closure
Several relatives wanted to be given more detail on the criteria used to assess each
care home, in addition to the generic reasons provided at the initial GCC meeting
(occupancy level, staff shortages, need for upgrading). Without that, they felt they
cannot adequately comment on the potential closure of the home. Comments such as:
“We are blind” and “We are being railroaded” were made.
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A relative argued that: “Other care homes have no more facilities than Westbury Court,
so why close this one?” and suggested that the home be refurbished rather than closed.
We were told this was promised to the residents when the OSJCT acquired Westbury
Court, but it hadn’t materialised. Regardless, the room was in strong agreement that the
facilities are up to standard, and that not everyone wants or needs a wet room/ensuite.
One relative pointed out that the council are not insisting that people cared for at home
have all the facilities that are said to be needed at Westbury Court. While residents/
relatives were told that infection control is an issue at Westbury Court, a resident noted:
“There has only been one coronavirus case at Westbury Court” and that infection
control is good.
Residents/relatives understand that people would prefer to be cared for at home, but
they are not convinced that there is a fall in demand for places at Westbury Court nor
are they confident about the practicality of care at home. Reference was made to the
fact that COVID prevented homes taking more people and that prior to COVID, people
were on a waiting list to come to Westbury Court. One relative commented that GCC
have “grand ideas but they haven’t got the means” to properly provide care at home.
A relative cited her experience of being unable to get home care for her terminally ill
husband which prompted a resident to say: “Care at home may work for the less needy.
We need more than that.”
3. Being made to feel that a closure is inevitable
Residents/relatives are frustrated by being made to feel that a closure is inevitable. One
resident had contributed their opinions in three separate meetings about the closure,
but admitted: “I’m not sure it’ll make any difference.” A comment was then made about
the way decisions are made at GCC in the Cabinet, and how hard it is to influence them.
One resident noted that no councillors have visited Westbury Court, and that this makes
the residents feel as though the home is insignificant to GCC.
It is clear that residents/relatives at Westbury Court feel it is unlikely that they can play
a part in determining the outcome of the home. One relative mentioned that she thinks
the decision is “cut and dried” and all that’s left to sort out is staff redundancies. When
asked for final comments regarding the potential closure, relatives/residents shared that
they hope it won’t be closed but they fear “it’s a done deal” and that “there’ll be more
[closures] after these four.”

The building is their home
The biggest concern in the room was that residents may have to leave their home.
One relative queried: “There are legal rights to live in your own home - why do these
not apply here?” Although residents/relatives were provided with information for three
alternative homes, several people argued that the alternatives are not suitable.
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People feel that Westbury Court is of high standard and ‘well loved’. One resident went
as far to say: “You couldn’t get anywhere better than here.” One relative told us when
their sister (a resident) was told about the potential closure, she said: “You wouldn’t
put me in one of those old people’s homes?” The relative explained that this is because
their sister believes she is at home because of the homely feel that Westbury Court has.

The people are their family
One view that relatives/residents strongly agreed on is that “the staff go above and
beyond” in their care. One relative gave an example of the kind of care that their loved
one receives at Westbury Court. The resident (who was present) has complex learning
difficulties, and previous doctors and care home staff have made incorrect assumptions
about him. The relative said:

“Here they listen, observe and learn. He is an individual not a list
of conditions.”
Comments were also made about how staff involve resident’s relatives in their care.
One relative voiced that if anything happens to a resident, such as getting small bruise
or losing their glasses, they get phoned right away. Another relative added: “We feel as
involved [in the care] as the residents.” This relationship between relatives and staff is
maintained because according to a resident, the staff turnover is low, and this creates a
sense of continuity for all involved.

Deterioration in mental and physical health
The general consensus among the relatives is that the residents have had to adjust to a
strange environment during the coronavirus pandemic, and a closure would disrupt their
environment further. Relatives are concerned that the upheaval caused by a closure
would be detrimental to the mental and physical health of residents, particularly those
with dementia.
One relative described how their sister (with dementia) was in her room for two years
because of the coronavirus. She has only just started to leave her room to meet the
other residents, and the relative fears that such a drastic change would send her
on a downwards spiral. One resident commented that placing residents into new
environments “would make people confused”, before another resident added: “It would
turn us into vegetables.” A relative pointed out that this would not just be a change, but
a trauma.
As the session came to an end, one relative pleaded with us:

“We don’t have them for much longer so please don’t make the time
they have left more difficult than it already is. They don’t deserve this.”
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5. Recommendations
We recommend that GCC consider the following:
While the relatives of residents at The Elms and Orchard House have begun to make
arrangements for their loved ones (including securing places at new homes), it appears
that the same arrangements have not been made by relatives of those at Bohanam
House and Westbury Court. We feel that the disruption of a closure would be greatest
for these two homes, where relatives and residents have not started to consider
alternative accommodation options. Both of these homes expressed great concern at
the thought of a potential closure and displayed a unique sense of togetherness and
community spirit. In particular, we feel a closure would have a deep and lasting effect on
the residents and relatives of Bohanam House, who illustrated their newfound struggles
with health-related and social anxiety.

General recommendations to consider
 The possibility of refurbishing rather than closing homes.
 Sharing this report with the care homes and the participants to build trust with the
council and encourage future participation in engagement projects.
 GCC to provide substantial notice to participants of future consultation meetings,
and to consider involving participants when deciding a time for meetings.
 Encourage cabinet members to visit care homes such as these in the future.
 If closures do happen, consider the current friendships and relationships between
residents and staff in any relocation decision.
 GCC to hold fewer consultation meetings and avoid repeating the same questions
to participants.

6. Limitations
It should be noted that while many views were captured during this piece of work, not
all residents, relatives and representatives took part in discussions.
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