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What is the CHARM Project?  
 

The Association for Dementia Studies based at The University of Worcester was awarded 

funding by the Alzheimer’s Society and Dunhill Medical Trust in October 2019.  

CHARM (Care Home Action Researcher-in-residence Model) is a 12-month project (extended 

to 24 months due to the COVID pandemic) which looks into whether having a ‘researcher-in-

residence’ helps care homes to become more research aware and active.  

 

The study will evaluate experiences of residents and family carers who are involved in the 

CHARM project and whether they think the approach works. The project supports 

collaborative research between care homes and researchers. Researchers from ADS will 

spend time within participating care homes, supporting staff, residents and family carers to 

design and implement their own unique and meaningful research projects. The project aims 

to provide care homes with practical and accessible tools to conduct further research in the 

future. The project has four care providers as co-applicants and one home from each 

provider is involved in the project.  

 

Four care homes from these four organisations, along with the ADS research team, make up 

the CHARM Team.  

• Assured Healthcare Ltd  

• Hallmark Care Homes  

• Sanctuary Care  

• Care UK  

 

The team are working closely with one care home from each provider and any staff, 

residents and family carers who are interested in being involved in conducting research. 
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Project Overview  
 

Title of Project  

What is the best way to gather life history about our residents? A survey of family members, 

friends and visitors  

Background  

Initially, we planned to conduct a project assessing the usefulness of different ways to 

gather life history information. We wanted to do this because it would help us to:  

- Progress on an area of the home that needs improvement.  

- Deliver person-centred care and the best possible service  

- Understand our residents better- it’s important for staff to know residents on a 

greater level  

- Tailor activities according to people’s life history to see the impact of the interactive 

table  

- Encourage new interactions between the care home community based on people’s 

interests 

- Make residents feel more valued  

- Create more of a “home/family feeling” (Our home is a very big one with 80 

residents) 

- Shift away from being task orientated  

However, this initial project involved multiple members of staff and several time-consuming 

activities and as a result of the pandemic our capacity has been reduced, especially in terms 

of staff’s ability to contribute to research activity.  

Therefore, we had to adapt project 1 to these new circumstances. We still wished to focus 

on the topic of life history as we recognised it as a target for improvement in our home and 

necessary for us to make the best use out of the technology we invested in: The interactive 

Omni table. In addition, during the pandemic we have had success in maintaining (and 

strengthening) our communication with visitors, particularly via our facebook group. 

Therefore, we chose to explore our original research question but through a survey with 
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families, friends and visitors. We felt this would provide a strong starting point and steer for 

our future life history work and provide us with momentum to keep this work going once 

the pandemic’s effects reduce.  

The Research Team at Park Farm Lodge  

Beci Paul – Activities Co-ordinator  

Donna Sealey – Home Manager  

Supporting CHARM researchers from the University of Worcester  

Dr Isabelle Latham  

Faith Frost  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

5 
 

 

Methodology – What we did and how we did it  
 

We created a survey entitled “preferences for life history work”. The surveys was designed for 

visitors/family and friends to answer anonymously. It was online, using the platform survey monkey 

and the links were shared via the (closed) Facebook pages for the family group.  

• The survey was open for a period of two weeks at the end of July 2021 and received 20 

responses. This was a larger response than we hoped to achieve.  

• The survey was analysed t6o produce basic statistics within the survey monkey platform and 

then an action plan was produced based on the findings.  

Project Timeline  

Action Completion date 
Preparation for Research  

(designing survey)  

Week 1 July 2021 

Preparation for Research  

(ethics application) 

Week 2 July 2021 

Data Collection Weeks 3 & 4 July 2021 

Analyse Data  Week 1 August 2021  

Feedback findings Week 2 August 2021 

 

Analysis – How did we analyse our data?  

As we were using survey-only data and used the ‘survey monkey’ platform we were able to 

automatically produce our descriptive statistics using the platform’s software.  For free text 

answers we analysed them thematically but included all of them in this final report as there 

was minimal text.  Once the findings were presented we then addressed each question to 

identify any actions we could take as a result of the findings.  
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Findings - What we found out 

Below we present the findings from survey, ordered by question. 20 family members 

answered the survey in total. This is a higher response rate than we originally hoped for.  

 

Question 1   
All 20 respondents answered this question.  

 

 

A large minority had heard of life history work before, which surprised us, suggesting that 

families may be very receptive to this work. However, more than half had not and so we will 

need to be mindful that one of our first tasks will need to be to help explain what life history 

work is to our families and visitors.  

 

10%

35%55%

Have you heard of life history work 
before?

Unsure

Yes

No
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Question 2:  
All 20 respondents answered this question  

 

  

These responses show that, even though many respondents had not heard of life history 

work before, they could see the importance of nderstanding a person’s life history to 

providing good quality of care. 100% felt that it was extemely, very or somewhat important. 

This means that awareness raising is only an issue of familiarity with the terms/name used. 

Families/visitors appear to understand its importance and purpose.  

 

Question 3  
All 20 respondents answered this question  

70%

25%

5%

How important do you think understanding a 
person’s “life history” is to providing good 

quality care when a person lives in a care home?

Don't know/prefer not to answer

Extremely important

Very important

Somewhat important

Not so important

Not at all important

60%15%

25%

Has the care home collected any life history 
information about your relative/friend?

Yes

No

Unsure
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More than half of respondents reported that the home had collected life history information 

previously and these people also provided explanations for how that information had been 

collected. We suspect that many respondents to the survey may have been established 

family members whose relatives have lived with us for a long time, which would explain 

these findings. We will need to be mindful of the needs of newer families as well as we 

develop our strategy.  

8 of 12 respondents explicitly mentioned conversations and being asked questions by staff 

and 5 of 12 respondents explicitly mentioned being given documentation/questionnaires to 

complete that contained information about their families/friends. In addition, the following 

specific comments were made.  

 
Question 4 
All 20 respondents completed this question  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• We were asked what her hobbies used to be 

• Not directly but know that my nan came from Scotland years ago. The careers 

make sure that they play Scottish songs and it really cheers her up 

• Conversations with staff & I provided a life history folder including photos 

when my mom went into residential care 

• The type of music my mom listened to and special times spent over the years 

• Just a little on targeted projects 

• I was asked to fill in a form called all about me with different questions on 

20%

30%30%

20%

How much does the home currently 
understand the “life history” of your 

relative/friend?

Unsure/Prefer not to answer

A great deal

A lot

A moderate amount

A little

None at all
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These results show that whilst no respondents chose “none at all” to describe how well the 

home knew their family member/friend, they also did not choose the option “a great deal” 

instead preferring options of a lot, a little and a moderate amount. This would suggest that 

we have a good foundation to start our life history work from, but also some improvements 

to make.  

Question 5:  
All 20 respondents answered this question. They were asked to select from the methods 

given their preferences for life history gathering techniques to be used by the care home. 

Repondents were allowed to select more than one option.  

 

 

0
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16

Please select the methods you would prefer the care home to 
use to collect life history about your relative/friend? 
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There were no options not selected and no respondent opted for “none of the above”. One 

respondent gave an additional suggestion of “R250” but we are unsure what this means, 

and so we will attempt to follow up on this.  

Overall, these results show that ‘traditional’ methods of completing a structured document 

and having a discussion with staff are the most favoured options, with creating a photo 

story and creating a playlist also popular.  Less familiar methods such as facilitated 

reminiscence or writing a letter whilst not so overwhelmingly popular were liked by some 

respondents, suggesting that variety might be appreciated by some.  

 

Question 6  
All 20 respondents completed this question 

 

Overwhelmingly respondents expressed that they wished to be involved in any life history 

work that the home may do. No one answered that they did NOT want to be involved, with 

only 10% of respondents unsure. This uncertainty could likley be accounted for by not 

knowing what such involvement would entails. It should be noted that those willing to 

respond to a survey may coincide with those who are able and willing to be involved in 

other ways as well, and so those who cannot or do not wish to participate may not be 

represented in this survey and so we will need to be mindful of that as we consider the ways 

in which we will approach life history.  

90%

10%

Would you prefer to be involved or not involved 
in life history work that the home may do ?

Involved

NOT involved

Unsure
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Question 7 
All 20 respondents completed this question. The question initially asked respondents to 

select their 3 favourite methods. However, comments showed that the question set-up only 

allowed 1 option to be chosen.  

 

 
  
Life history books were the most favoured methods, and this may be accounted for by their 

familiarity. However, a number of other options that could be combined with a life history book 

were also selected, suggesting a clear way forward for the care home’s work in this area. It may be 

worth asking further questions on this via the family facebook group if more information is required, 

especially given the error in this question resulting in limited data.  

 

Question 8 
All 20 respondents provided an answer to this question 
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Life history can be presented in different ways. Please select 
your favourite method from those listed
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In all areas, respondents saw themselves followed by other family/friends as the primary people who could provide the best quality 
information. The resident themselves was also thought to be able to provide infromation by some, and this may reflect the cognitive capacity 
of the resident  

0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

60.00%

70.00%

80.00%

90.00%

100.00%

Which person do you think would be best able to provide the best quality information 
about these life history topics?

You

Resident themselves

Other family or friends

Staff member/s

Don't know
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Question 9  
19 respondents completed this question and were able to select more than one response. 1 

respondent choosing to provide an individual explanation in the free text box provided. This 

was: “My relative is quite a private person”  

 
 

It is heartening that many respondents did not have many worries about this at the 

moment. However, it is important to note the types of worries expressed by some and that 

life history work, particularly when it touches on sensitive topics needs to be handled with 

care. We will need to make sure as we progress with our plans that we can reassure our 

family/friends about how the information will be used, how sensitive information is stored 

etc. so that these fears can be allayed.  

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

I am worried that I do not know enough
information to be helpful

I am worried that I do not know whether my
family member/friend would want me to share…

I know that my family member/friend would not
want me to share this sort of information

I am worried about my family member/friends
privacy

I am worried about the confidentiality of the
information I might share

I am worried that talking about life history might
make my friend/family member upset or angry

I am worried that the information gathered will
not be used effectively

I am worried that focusing on this will distract
the home from more important parts of care

I have no worries about this at the moment

Do you have any worries/concerns about the care home doing 
this type of work? 
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Question 10  
The final question was an open question, asking respondents if they had anything to add. Two 
additional responses were given as below:  

 

 

Conclusions and Next Steps following project 1  
 

Our project produced a good level of response from families/visitors and we focussed on them 

because we knew we have good channels of communication with them. This survey shows that 

there is familiarity with the purpose of life history work, if not the terminology used and strong 

opinions about the best methods and formats to use. This survey also showed that families/friends 

wish to be involved in this work.  

As we move forward it would be good to try and replicate some of this successful engagement in our 

communication with staff. If we wish to involve staff in life history work (as is recommended as part 

of person-centred practice) supporting them to complete a similar survey to this one would be a 

good start and help us to understand their level of understanding and opinions about life history 

work.  

 

Action Plan  
 

1. Use a structured document to gather information from family and friends  

We have already begun to use a structured document with family and friends to 

gather life history information that relates to activities. So far these are proving 

popular and being completed enthusiastically  

The survey showed a preference for being given documents and having 

conversations with staff, although a number of other options were also appreciated, 

so a range of different routes may be needed to reach everyone. In addition, the 

Facebook group has been proven to be a very successful group way to 

communication with families and friends.  

 

• Need more info 
• Pets that the resident had  
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2. Identify a style of life history book that the home wishes to use.  

This was the most popular method of presentation and also one that can be used in 

conjunction with other favoured options such as creating a photo story, playlist, 

memory box and one-page profile.  

Initially, whilst this decision is being made, it may make sense to begin to capture 

and share information in the form of a one-page profile as this will create some 

immediate results and a useful format for staff (including agency staff)  

 

3. Engage with staff to raise profile and understanding of life history work  

This could be done in a number of ways: through running a survey similar to this one 

with staff or organising training/workshops on life history work. This will need to be 

done in order to complete the care home’s aim of completing life history work for 

every resident as this will need to be a whole-home effort not just a few members of 

staff.   

 

4. Create an action plan/timetable for how and when life story work will be 

completed  

It is clear that we have support from family/friends to undertake this work. However, 

it is a big endeavour and as such will require leadership and planning to make sure 

we capitalise on this momentum. An action plan will need to include which staff 

members will be responsible and how they will be supported by others to complete 

this big task. Time and resources should not be underestimated in order to 

guarantee success.  
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