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“As COVID-19 decimates our confidence in care homes, what are the 
alternatives?” This was a headline in the Guardian recently. It also begs 
the question as to the knock-on impact for OTs in adult social care. Phillip 
Mumford, managing director at inclusive design consultants, Cowan 
Architects, addresses the issue.

In the wake of the coronavirus pandemic, there has 
been a great deal of discussion, both in the industry and 
the media, on the loss of confidence in care homes, 
with admissions falling dramatically (halved suggests The 
Telegraph) and an estimated 6,500 operations having to 
close over the next five years according to Knight Frank. 
In May, polling by the Policy Exchange think tank in 
association with Independent Age, suggested 31% of us 
are less likely to seek residential care for an older relative 
and 40% of those aged 65 or over are less likely to 
consider it for themselves - particularly significant given 
our rapidly ageing population.

Unfortunately, this comes on the back of the ‘Perfect 
Storm’ that had been already brewing as a number of 
key elements were putting increased pressure on local 
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authorities such as spiralling dementia cases, a fall in the 
number of hospital and care home beds and a lack of 
funding, in addition to the increase in elderly numbers.

Until the care home sector can restore some confidence 
in their offering, older people and their families will be 
keen to look at alternatives and there is likely to be a 
widespread move back towards caring for our vulnerable 
relatives at home, either by adapting their own home or 
adapting an extended family home. This means that they 
will, no doubt, be looking for support and advice from 
OTs with pressure to supply a quick fix for a long-term 
solution.

A report last summer by the Royal College of 
Occupational Therapists highlighted the importance 
of OTs in relieving pressure on the social care system. 



At the very heart of the OT’s role is their assessment of 
an individual’s ability to participate in daily life, followed 
by their provision of support. This is to address needs, 
teach strategies and adapt the home to allow as much 
independence as possible. The report also adds ‘to 
address the barriers to people staying connected within 
their local community’ which is even more critical in a 
post-lockdown world.

Very soon, the OT will be key in manning the new 
‘frontline’ by helping considerably higher numbers of 
people who want to stay out of care homes for the 
foreseeable, post-COVID-19 future. The demand will be 
for immediate help as some relatives are already trying to 
get their loved ones out of the care homes they are in.

Occupational therapists are unique in that they are 
trained to work within both health and social care 
settings, and across mental and physical health. Your 
advice therefore can be crucial, particularly in terms 
of the speed of assessing an individual’s circumstance 
with a focus on their safety and wellbeing. For example, 
according to recent estimates, the OT’s intervention 
addressing trips and falls can result in a 40% reduction 
of incidents for older people. Indeed, 98% of OTs are 
confident that they can play a key role in keeping people 
at home.

Advising on equipment is equally impressive and as 
we know, there are many simple ways a house can be 
adapted to make life easier for the less mobile. The end 
results must facilitate integration with home comfort, 
while avoiding the institutional feel and expediating 
independence. It’s about creating a solution to the 
problem and the disabled equipment provider must do 
the same.

“We see ourselves as a Solutions Provider,’ says Alistair 
Gibb, managing director of TPG Disabled Aids. “We try 
to appreciate the critical wellbeing and social issues 
keeping someone at home provides. Uprooting them 
from the support of family, friends and neighbours 
should be avoided if possible.”

The new WashPod disabled wetroom unit from 

Dignity Access is an example of a solutions-based 
product that offers an interim, mid-term measure for 
immediate bathing needs. If access to an upstairs 
bathroom is precluded, WashPod is a new mobile, 
wheelchair-accessible pod that avoids costly and lengthy 
adaptations while providing dignified washing facilities 
and independence. It can be hired and quickly fitted 
internally in a spare room or externally in the garden with 
various models for maximum versatility. This is a solution 
that takes weeks rather than months to apply, arriving 
in and leaving the home with minimum disruption or 
alteration.

In the long-term, more complicated adaptations can be 
made if necessary but in the short-term the quick wins 
will make the greatest difference. The speed in which 
the solution can be put in place can be crucial to the 
Continuing Care package required. Anything that avoids 
the time needed to go through planning applications, 
architectural design and physical ground works, offers 
the OT the greatest chance of making a difference in a 
timely manner when the pressure is on.
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