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Abstract 

This report is based on a sector wide survey conducted from 

May 15th- June 4th, 2018 by St. Thomas University social work students. 

With a 41% response rate, senior management and board members, identified the  

value and need of employing social workers in New Brunswick nursing homes. 
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Summary of Survey 
 

The survey: 

• Was open from May 15th – June 4th, 2018 

• Was offered in French and English  

• Could be completed in the respondents’ preferred language 

• Contained 19 questions 

• Was comprised of multiple choice and short answer questions  

o Questions 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 17, and 18 used check all that apply 

o Questions 3, 11, 12, 15, and 19 used short answer  

o Question 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 16, 17, and 18 offered an “other” option  

• Was distributed to 188 senior managers and board members 

• Received 78 responses (41% response rate) 

• Had a 100% completion rate 

• Received a response from at least one member from every region  

• Took, on average, 11.5 minutes to complete 
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Survey Objectives 
 

Who conducted the survey 

 

St Thomas University social work students - Amber Brideau, Jennifer Estey, Keara Grey, and 

Holly Hasson – designed and distributed the survey as part of their Social Action Placement. 

 

Scope of practice of social workers in nursing homes 

 

The profession of social work has a broad scope that extends to many populations. In New 

Brunswick, social workers provide services to older adults when they reside in their homes; 

however, once they move into nursing homes they lose access to these services.  

 

In other Canadian provinces, social workers are commonly employed in nursing homes. They 

can be involved in the pre-admission, ongoing care, resident care plans, assessments, re-

assessments, and discharge planning. The role of the social worker depends on the needs of 

residents that they serve.  

 

This survey aimed to assess the value and need of social workers within New Brunswick nursing 

homes.  

 

Survey objectives 

 

1. To explore the role of social workers in New Brunswick nursing homes. 

 

2. To explore senior management's perceptions about the need of social workers in New 

Brunswick nursing homes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

7 

 

Survey Questions 
Question one  

What region is your nursing home in? 

 

 
 

Discussion:  

At least one person from every region responded to the survey. The number of respondents 

corresponded with the number of nursing homes in each region. For instance, Region 3 had the 

highest number of nursing homes (28%) and had the highest number of responses (28%). Region 

5 had the lowest number of homes (3%) and the lowest number of responses (3%). 
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Question two 

How many beds are in your nursing homes? 

 

 
Discussion: 

We included a question about the number of beds in the home since this is a sector standard and 

establishes the size of the home. New Brunswick is predominantly rural, resulting in smaller 

homes spread across a large geographical distance. We wanted to uncover whether smaller 

homes wanted to employ social workers, what employment status (full-time, part-time) they 

desired, and whether sharing a social worker/cost-sharing with other homes would be feasible 

options.  

 

We hypothesized that nursing homes with more beds would have more resources to employ 

social workers which was supported by survey responses. All four respondents that said they 

currently employed a social worker were in homes with 151+ beds. The nursing homes that 

employ social workers were from Region 1, Region 2, and Region 3.   
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Question three 

What levels of care do you provide in your nursing home? Do you provide specialized care? 

Please specify. 

 

78 Respondents (100%) 

 

Discussion: 

Due to variations in the possible options to describe the level of care in different regions, we 

used a short answer format for this question. There were significant variations in responses than 

anticipated. Consequently, this data was not coded. 

 

Respondents were registered members of the New Brunswick Association of Nursing Homes; 

therefore, every home provided a minimum of level 3 care. Variations in the responses 

(psychogeriatric, 3, 3A, 3B, 3G etc.) were not pertinent to the survey objectives.  

 

In future surveys, this question should be formatted as “Check all that apply”, to limit possible 

answers. For example, what level 3 care does your nursing home provide? With answer 

selections: 3, 3A, 3B, 3G.  
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Question four  

What is your role?  

 

 

 
 

Discussion:  

Our target population were senior management and board members of New Brunswick nursing 

homes. The aim of the survey was to explore this populations’ perception of the value and need 

of social workers in nursing homes to capture whether this is a service that people from within 

nursing homes would consider valuable.  
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Question five 

Do you or have you ever had a social worker employed in your nursing home? 

 

 
 

Discussion:  

It was surprising that four respondents stated they currently employed a social worker in their 

nursing homes. Although 5% is a small number, we did not anticipate that this many homes in 

New Brunswick employed social workers.  

 

Some respondents appeared to be unclear as to what the role of social workers are. One 

noteworthy comment was: “I don’t know the answer to this question. I assume we have social 

workers based on the quality programs being offered”. This response stood out, as it was 

interesting that a board member did not know if the home employed a social worker. This speaks 

to the need for further education regarding the scope of social work practice. If senior 

management and board members are unsure of whether social workers are employed, the public 

may also lack a clear understanding of what their role is.  

 

Other respondents noted that while social workers were not employed by their nursing homes, 

social workers from other agencies worked with residents in the home. It is unclear as to whether 

confusion about the role inflated the “Yes, we currently do” results for this question. We suggest 

that further research is undertaken to explore this.  
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Question six 

At what point could a social worker be valuable in nursing homes? Check all that apply. 

 
 

Discussion:  

While most respondents thought that social workers were valuable at many stages in nursing 

homes, the most noteworthy statistic derived from this question was that 92% of respondents 

thought that social workers would be valuable in providing ongoing resident support. This speaks 

to a need for further resident support in nursing homes.  

 

74% of respondents reported that social workers have a role in the pre-admission process.  

 

71% of respondents reported that social workers have a role in assessments/reassessments. This 

is important since the nursing home process is one-way. A person is assessed, moves into the 

home, and in some instances after receiving care will improve enough that s/he could move back 

into the community or move to a more appropriate level of care. Re-assessments are rarely 

completed and in many instances, people do not move out of the nursing home.  
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Question seven 

If your nursing home had access to a social worker, who would they primarily support? 

Check all that apply. 

 

 
Discussion:  

The survey was written to purposefully leave out questions relating to staff members. Even so, 

24 of the 27 respondents (31%) who selected “other” stated that social workers would primarily 

support nursing home staff. Since mention of staff was excluded from the survey questions, it 

speaks volumes that respondents identified staff as people who social workers would primarily 

support.  

 

One respondent stated that social workers would help with staff absenteeism; based on this 

response it appears as though social workers are being confused with human resource employees. 

There is no singular understanding of what role a social worker would fulfil. Consequently, a 

clear definition of the scope of practice of social workers employed in nursing homes is needed. 

 

Many considerations must be made in terms of social workers supporting fellow nursing home 

staff members. It appears as though the need for staff support flows into the realm of mental 

health. This highlights the need for increased understanding of services that are available from 

benefits programs that currently exist. Social workers could be valuable in enhancing nursing 

home employees’ awareness of services available to them, but direct services to their team could 

present challenges due to liability issues that could arise.  
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According to the Canadian Association of Social Workers, the primary mandate of social 

workers within long-term care is to advocate on behalf of residents and their families. Their 

focus is on the social and emotional impact of physical and mental impairment, preservation and 

enhancement of physical and social functioning, and promotion of physical and mental health 

towards, and optimal quality of like. Emphasis is on building upon existing strengths, enhancing 

adaptations, and modifying risks that interfere with optimal quality of life. 

 

While there is a clear, expressed need for increased staff support in nursing homes, this could 

come through education and awareness of benefit programs such as the Employee and Family 

Assistance Program (EFAP). The EFAP program provides trauma and mental health supports to 

nursing home staff. While supports such as the EFAP program are in place, they are highly 

underutilized, presumably due to the continued stigma against mental health. Social workers 

could undoubtedly play a role in enhancing education of services and working to dismantle the 

stigma that exists surrounding mental health.  

 

Social workers would not primarily support staff in nursing homes due to many factors 

including, boundary crossing, conflicts of interests, confidentiality, complications between a 

social worker staff member providing services to another staff member and the associated power 

dynamics, and dual or multiple relationships.  
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Question eight 

What role might social workers have in New Brunswick nursing homes in relation to 

residents? Check all that apply. 

 

 
Discussion:  

Of all the responses, there were two that particularly stood out. First, 92% of respondents 

selected that social workers would have a role in providing ongoing support and counselling to 

residents. This is the same percentage of people that previously stated that social workers have a 

role in the ongoing support for residents. This highlights the need for increased resident support 

and counselling services in New Brunswick nursing homes. Opportunities for providing support 

in ongoing care include slowing down the transition process, developing and contributing to the 

care plan, and making contributions to care conferences on a multidisciplinary team. 

 

Second, 90% of respondents reported that social workers have a role in resident transitions. It is 

known that transitioning into and between levels of care in a nursing home can be a difficult 

adjustment for residents. There can be several losses associated with moving into care that a 

social worker could help residents process and cope with.  
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Question nine 

What role might social workers have in New Brunswick nursing homes relating to 

residents’ family members? Check all that apply. 

 

 
 

Discussion:  

The two most selected options in this question were regarding addressing the concerns of 

families regarding the transition into the nursing home (94%) and providing grief counselling to 

families (90%). This demonstrates a need for additional family support during these times.  

 

Interestingly, “they do not have a role” was selected by one respondent in question eight 

regarding resident support, yet this option was not selected for how social workers can support 

family members. This implies that social workers are perceived to have more value in helping 

family members than residents by a small portion of the population. It could also stem from a 

mindset that sees residents as nursing home/nurses’ responsibility once they enter the home. 
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Question ten 

What role might social workers have in New Brunsiwck nursing homes relating to 

community outreach? Check all that apply. 

 

 
 

Discussion:  

The top three social work roles that were identified in this question is that 83% of respondents 

reported that social workers have a role in facilitating community engagement with nursing 

homes, 82% of respondents reported that social workers have a role in liaising with other service 

providers, and 76% of respondents reported that social workers have a role in maintaining a 

connection between residents and their communities of origin.  
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Question eleven  

If you selected “they do not have a role” at any point, please explain why. 

10 Respondents (13%) 

 

Discussion:  

This question was seemingly unclear to several participants. No respondents answered the 

question appropriately.  
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Question twelve 

What support could a social worker provide in your nursing home? Please specify. 

 
*The word cloud represents common themes that emerged from the answers provided by the 

participants. Word size corresponds with the frequency that the words appeared in the data.  

 

Discussion:  

It was difficult to represent the variety of responses that we received for this answer, since it was 

left open. It was decided that a word cloud would represent best represent the common themes 

that emerged from the responses. Most responses seem to mirror the responses received in 

questions 8, 9, and 10.  
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Question thirteen 

Should social workers be employed in nursing homes? 

 
 

Discussion:  

The response to this question was overwhelmingly yes; however, it is important to note the 

unclarity of social work roles that some respondents possessed. Having a set definition of the 

roles of social workers in nursing homes would be valuable in producing more accurate survey 

results.  
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Question fourteen 

Do you believe that your nursing home would benefit from the services of a social worker? 

 

 
 

Discussion:  

It is interesting that 96% of respondents said that their home would benefit from the services of a 

social worker, but only 88% of respondents said that social workers should be employed in 

nursing homes. This demonstrates that although social work services are thought to be valuable, 

a portion of people are still unsure if their home should be the ones to hire a social worker.  
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Question fifteen 

What would prohibit you from hiring a social worker? Please specify. 

 
 

Discussion:  

87% of respondents claimed funding would prohibit them from hiring a social worker. Two 

respondents stated that they would like access to a social worker on an “as needed” basis. These 

sentiments were reflected in the lower number of respondents who indicated social workers 

should be employed in nursing homes (88%) and the higher number of respondents who said 

their home would benefit from the services of a social worker (96%). It is unclear how social 

work services can be offered if they are not employed by the nursing home.   

 

One respondent commented “…if we could refer to Extra Mural, that it would be better than 

nothing…”. According to the Government of New Brunswick, extra-mural provides nurses, 

dietitians, respiratory therapists, rehabilitations assistant, and social workers. It connects patients 

and their families with the community resources for them to remain at home. To have nursing 

homes refer residents to extra-mural services is a notion that warrants further exploration.  
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Question sixteen 

If a social worker were to be employed, what would you prefer? 

 
 

Discussion:  

Most respondents stated that they would prefer a social worker to be shared among multiple 

nursing homes (45%). Respondents indicated that employing a social worker full-time would be 

ideal, but having part-time or shared access would be acceptable. Respondents would like some 

access to a social worker. Currently, the shared-model might be the most budget friendly option.  
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Question seventeen 

How might funding be obtained to employ social workers in nursing homes? Check all that 

apply. 

 

 
Discussion:  

Government subsidies were the most frequently selected option (68%), followed closely by 

budgeting for the position within the operating budget (60%). Cost-sharing between nursing 

homes was also selected by (49%) of respondents, this closely mirrors the number of respondents 

that said that they would prefer to share a social worker among multiple nursing homes (45%) in 

Question 16. It is interesting, as a good portion of respondents saw sharing social work costs and 

services among multiple nursing homes as a desirable option. There is no example of a shared 

model of services to date, the only shared model that exists are of services paid for by Social 

Development. How a cost-sharing model for a position funded among nursing homes would be 

executed warrants further exploration. Places such as Manitoba would be valuable in informing 

what a cost-sharing model could look like.  
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Question eighteen 

How do you think that employing social workers can reduce costs in nursing homes? Check 

all that apply. 

 

 
 

Discussion:  

Most people selected and commented that they agree that hiring social workers would save costs 

in other areas of the nursing home. When taking both the comments and multiple choice options 

into account, 74% of respondents said that the hiring of a social worker would save costs. One 

respondent commented “I think care would be better for all residents but unsure of direct 

business case for this”. Respondents that noted ambivalence in their comments were grouped in 

with “I do not think that social workers would reduce costs in nursing homes” in order to 

generate an overall statistic that represented the percentage of respondents who thought social 

works could reduce costs. 

 

It is important to note that the unclarity of the role of social workers in nursing homes could 

impact the results of this question. For example, some respondents stated that employing social 

workers would reduce costs as they would help with issues of absenteeism which is a human 

resources issue. The survey may have generated different responses if there was a set definition 

of the roles of social workers in nursing homes.  
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Question nineteen 

If possible, please describe a time an event where collaborating with a social worker could 

have been beneficial. 

Responding to this question was optional; 64% of people chose to answer this question.  

 

The following are direct responses drawn from the data.  

 

“During the admission process” 

 

“The resident comes to a NH with a multitude of problems. He gets better but never gets 

reassessed and never returns to his community” 

 

“dealing with family concerns regarding placement, difficult transition period for family” 

 

“Upon any admission of new residents. During the passing of a resident [sic] counselling for 

family and other residents, counselling for staff when there have been several residents pass 

away on one unit/ nursing home”. 

 

“Family advocacy”. 

 

“Nombreuses rencontres avec les familles, inquiétudes face aux changements et maladies, soins 

palliatifs, comprendre le système des foyers de soins niveau 3 par la famille”. 

 

“Des résidents ayant des besoins sur le plan psychologique qui ont besoin de soutien/counselong 

sur une base continu”. 

 

 

Discussion:  

Respondents who gave examples of a time when a social worker would have been beneficial 

shared themes that were present throughout the survey. Social workers would have been good to 

have in various circumstances, such as: for residents experiencing mental health issues, for 

resident and family advocacy/mediation, to help with resident and family transition periods, and 

to provide grief counselling to residents and families.  

 

Some responses mirrored the lack of clarity about social workers’ roles in relation to staff 

members. For instance, “When a long term resident passes away. Grief counselling would help 

staff and boost moral. Reduce sick time usage”. And, “Situation de crise entre employés. 

Situation de crise entre employés et gestionnaire”. 
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Survey results 
Participants overwhelmingly noted the need for social workers, with 96% stating that their 

nursing home would benefit from a social worker and 88% stating that social workers should be 

employed in nursing homes. Although the ability for social workers to help nursing home staff 

was not included in any survey questions, 31% of respondents stressed the ways in which other 

staff members would benefit from a social worker being employed.  

 

 

While respondents emphasized the need for social workers to be employed in nursing homes, 

funding, at 86%, was cited as the most common barrier. To obtain funding for a social work 

position, 68% stated funding should come from government subsidies, 60% believed funds 

should be redirected from the nursing home’s budget, and 49% believed nursing homes should 

share the cost and services of social workers.  

 

Survey results demonstrated the value of social workers, as 64% of respondents shared specific 

cases where social workers would have been beneficial. Examples ranged from assisting 

residents with complex needs, resident advocacy, helping families navigate end-of-life care 

issues, mediating conflict, providing mental health services, grief counselling, and re-assessing 

residents.  

 

It was widely recognized that employing a social worker would enhance residents’ quality of 

life. As one respondent noted, “Mental health support is a very important part for those residing 

in nursing homes and this group has little or no access to mental health counselling.” 
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Cross comparisons  
 

Responses by Region 

     

This graph represents the number of nursing homes per region compared to how many homes 

from the region responded to the survey.           

 

Number of Beds vs. Desired Employment Status 

  

 
 

This graph represents the number of beds in the nursing home compared to the desired level 

of employment. The graph shows that the majority of 30-50 bed homes would prefer a social 

worker to be shared among multiple nursing homes while 151+ bed homes would prefer a social 

worker full-time. 

 

  



 

29 

 

Number of Beds vs. How Funding Would be Obtained 
    

 
  

This graph represents the number of beds in the nursing home compared to how the 

respondent believes funding would be obtained to employ a social worker in the home. 

 

Region vs. How Funding Would be Obtained 
 

 
This graph represents the region compared to how the respondent believes funding would be 

obtained to employ a social worker in the home. Most respondents stated that they would prefer 

government subsidies to fund social work positions. 
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Who Would a Social Worker Primarily Support? 

 

 
 

This graph represents how different roles of senior administration of nursing homes view 

support from a social worker.  

 

 

What Would Prohibit you from Hiring a Social Worker? 

 

 
 

 

This graph represents what would prohibit a nursing home from hiring a social worker by 

region. Most respondents stated that funding would prohibit their nursing home from hiring a 

social worker. 
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Recommendations 
 

Given that 90% of respondents said they do not employ a social worker and 7% said that yes 

currently or yes in the past they had/have employed a social worker in their nursing homes we 

recommend that future research explores the capacity in which social workers are employed.  

 

It would be valuable to explore who the social worker is employed by. For instance, the nursing 

home, Social development, and/or other. 

 

Due to the lack of clarity that arose throughout the survey, we recommend that an awareness 

raising campaign could be established to promote clarity on social workers’ roles in nursing 

homes. 

 

Before seeking to employ social workers, we suggest that frameworks used in other provinces, 

such as, Nova Scotia, are investigated in-depth to uncover whether they can, in whole or in part, 

be applied in New Brunswick. 

 

 


