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Introduction
This report describes a project conducted in 2009 – 2010 to celebrate the achievements 
of staff working in aged care services in Victoria. The project was undertaken in 
response to concerns that while aged care services are generally valued by the 
community, they typically receive negative media attention. The media interest fails to 
acknowledge the significance of aged care services to the health and wellbeing of the 
Victorian community. These services are significant both in terms of their volume and of 
their impact on the quality of life for older Australians. For example, around half of the 
2.7 million Australians aged 65 years or more have a disability and require assistance 
to remain at home (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2007). This figure is set 
to rise as the number of older Australians increases to 6.3 million by 2036 (Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2007). In other words, as we live live longer our level of 
disability increases and aged care services becomes increasingly important. 

In response to the growing demand for aged care services, a protracted and intense 
debate has ensued on standards of care and the difficulty recruiting staff to work in 
aged care. In 2004 concerns about care and staff recruitment led to a Senate Inquiry 
into the aged care workforce (Senate Community Affairs References Committee, 
2005). The Inquiry found that although the numbers of older people requiring aged 
care services has increased, the aged care workforce has decreased. Furthermore, the 
Inquiry recognized that poor pay and increasing bureaucratization of aged care made 
it difficult to recruit and retain staff. While the Inquiry noted a shortage of appropriately 
qualified staff in all health sectors, it reported that this was most notable in the aged 
care sector. The Inquiry also uncovered that the effects of an inappropriate skills mix 
included increased stress and a potential decrease in the quality of care. 
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The challenges identified in the Senate Inquiry have been exacerbated by negative 
media reports about aged care services. A number of studies suggest that media 
attention has contributed to a negative image of aged care and created further 
difficulties in the recruitment and retention of staff. Negative reporting makes it 
increasingly difficult to promote aged care services as a rewarding place to work and 
diminishes the morale of those already working there.  

In recognition of the difficulties in the recruitment and retention of staff, the Federal 
Government identified the need to make aged care a more rewarding place to work 
(Pyne, 2007). To assist this process the Federal Government provides two yearly 
Minister’s Awards for Excellence in Aged Care. The awards recognize and celebrate 
individuals and organizations that demonstrate excellence in improving the quality 
of aged care. While presenting the awards in September 2007 the-then Honourable 
Christopher Pyne MP, (Minister for Ageing) suggested that the aged care sector needed 
to lift the image of aged care and improve the quality of care by fostering and rewarding 
achievements of their staff.  

In response to former Minister Pyne’s call to foster and reward these achievements, 
we invited the community of Victoria to make postcards describing or showing the 
achievements of staff working in aged care. Over a nine-month period more than 200 
postcards were sent to the project team. The postcards were placed on a website 
constructed to celebrate the achievements of staff and to distribute project resources 
(see www.everydayangels.org.au). The project method and results are described in 
this report in the hope that this may enable others to recognize the importance of 
celebrating the achievements of aged care service providers. We also hope that the 
report might stimulate interest in aged care services conducting an Everyday Angels 
Project in their own organizations.  

The report is structured to engage the community. It begins by outlining the appreciative 
inquiry method used and describes the characteristics of the postcard participants. 
Next, the process for analysis of the postcards is presented before sharing the nine 
themes that emerged from the postcard analysis. Throughout the report, anecdotes 
and postcards are presented to help readers to get a feel for the beautiful postcards 
received. Every second page includes a scanned image of a completed postcard to 
highlight the topic being discussed. To begin with, the report explores the context for 
the project further by exploring the impact of the media on the provision of aged care 
services in Australia.
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The importance of celebrating what works

The project team included a sociology intern from Swinburne University who developed 
a paper exploring the portrayal of aged care services in the Australian media (Gahan, 
2009). Elements of this paper are presented in the following section to highlight the 
influence of media on community perceptions of aged care services.

In a small sample of media reports in Victoria, Gahan (2009) identified that the aged 
care industry receives a predominantly negative portrayal in the print media. The 
majority of aged care stories related to government funding cuts, neglect or problems. 
This may reflect media executives’ fear of public boredom with routine stories and 
their push for scandals and big stories that occupy more of the news (Bennett, 2007). 
The consequences of this negative press are significant given that the media plays 
an influential role in shaping community perceptions of aged care and promoting or 
supporting stereotypes (Vasil and Wass, 1993). 

The impacts of these negative stereotypes were explored by Aged and Community 
Services (2008) in study commissioned to understand how various key stakeholder 
groups viewed the aged care industry. The study included interviews with aged care 
executives (20), a phone survey of members of the general public (1,200), and surveys 
of service operators (665), their staff (1000) and people receiving aged care services 
(925). The following are some of the key findings for each of these groups:

1.	 The	general	public	thought	that	the	aged	care	industry	was	important	but	
needed	to	promote	a	more	positive	image	of	the	good	work	that	it	does.		

2.	 Clients	believed	that	their	needs	were	being	well	met	but	that	aged	care	
was	under	resourced	and	undervalued.	

3.	 Clients	believed	that	negative	media	impacts	on	the	industry’s	ability	to		
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recruit	and	retain	staff	and	delays	families	making	the	decision	to	use	
aged	care.	

4.	 Employees	believed	that	the	media	influences	the	community	to	have	a	
negative	outlook	on	high	care.		

5.	 Employers	believed	that	negative	image	of	aged	care	made	it	difficult	to	
attract	staff	and	led	to	the	community	to	avoid	or	delay	using	aged	care	
services.	

6.	 Operators	believed	that	aged	care	is	important	but	community	has	mixed	
views	and	that	negative	perceptions	make	it	hard	to	attract	staff.	

Executives believed that the aged care industry doesn’t have a good image due to 
negative media coverage. 

Overall key findings from the study were that aged care is considered to be of critical 
importance to society across all stakeholder groups. However, many hold the view 
that there is a negative perception of aged care in the community. Employees and 
employers hold the most negative view of community perceptions. Despite this, the 
views of community and consumers that had contact with aged care were more 
positive. Furthermore, members of the general public that had experienced aged care 
were more likely to be influenced by their experience of aged care than by the media. 

The study illustrates the challenges facing aged care that this project seeks to address. 
In particular, the study identified that negative media attention had adverse impacts on 
aged care services. While current affairs or news stories are not the major influence 
on the general public’s view of aged care, where they had seen coverage, they felt a 
negative perception. The study concludes that all forms of media are key influencers 
of perception and that the negative image they portray impacts on the industry’s ability 
to attract and keep staff. In short, there is a stigma attached to working in aged care 
services. 

In seeking to address the negative image of aged care services in the media, this 
project invited members of the Victorian community to celebrate the achievements 
of staff working in aged care services. This focus on ‘what works’ in aged care is 
described in the following section.
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Project method 
The aim of the Everyday Angels project was to celebrate the achievements of 
staff working in aged care services in Victoria. The project team hoped that such 
a celebration might raise community awareness of the contribution of aged care 
services and enhance the quality of these services by improving the recruitment and 
retention of skilled personnel. In other words, the act of celebrating the achievements 
of staff was done to enable changes or improvements to occur. The project involved a 
critical methodology, or a gathering of knowledge to create new understandings and 
consolidate improvements (Carr and Kemmis, 1986). Ethics approval for the project 
was received through La Trobe University. 

Appreciative inquiry 

The project was informed by the principles of appreciative inquiry, or achieving 
improvements through a focus on what is working in aged care. According to Ludema, 
Cooperrider and Barrett (2001) appreciative inquiry is founded in the belief that making 
improvements and boosting morale in organizations can best be achieved by focusing 
on what works, rather than on problems. They suggest that a focus on problems can 
dampen enthusiasm for improvements, stifle creativity and miss opportunities to build 
upon what is already working well. Others agree that the focus on problems can make it 
difficult to generate enthusiasm for change (Gervase, 1995).

Focusing on what works can energize conversations and stimulate improvements 
(Ludema et al., 2001). It is a method of changing social systems that considers and 
amplifies what works in order to achieve a collective image of a better future (Gervase, 
1995). It involves generating stories of an organization at its best (Gervase, 1995). 
Appreciative inquiry does not suggest that problems do not exist but proposes that 
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making improvements can be faster and simpler when the focus is on what is being 
done well, rather than on problems (Gervase, 1995). 

Relating these appreciative inquiry principles to the current context of aged care 
highlights the value of such an approach. As outlined in the previous section the focus 
on problems in aged care has reduced morale and created difficulty recruiting and 
retaining staff in aged care. Yet, as this report illustrates there is much in aged care that 
is working well. For example, the postcard shown on the previous page was produced 
by a doctor who described feeling that his/her contribution in aged care was not valued. 
Importantly, the postcard describes the doctor’s resolve to understand and value the 
significant improvements that he/she made in the life of a client. The appreciative 
inquiry approach adopted in this report seeks to assist aged care service providers to 
understand and value what it is that they do well. It acknowledges that unless the work 
of aged care service providers is valued, the difficulty recruiting and retaining staff will 
continue. This was emphasised in a postcard received by a nurse working in aged care 
who describes: 

I am an Every Day Angel! … I appreciate myself as a nurse, a wife, a mother, 
a daughter, an aunt and a friend and a teacher. But most of all I appreciate ME 
everyday, because without that – [aged care] would crumble away, and then 
who would do the invaluable job of looking after clients … (postcard 83).

The two postcards presented in this section describe aged care service providers 
who were aware of the importance of valuing their contribution to aged care. To 
assist this process the Everyday Angels project invited the community of Victoria to 
make postcards celebrating the achievements of aged care service providers. It also 
recognized the powerful impacts of staff appreciating their own achievements and 
so encouraged aged care service providers to make a postcard describing their own 
achievements. In the following section the processes undertaken are described.
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Postcard method – community arts

The project was undertaken using a community arts approach. The use of arts in social 
science research is expanding as more people become aware of the capacity of the 
arts to produce different understandings and reach broader audiences (Cole and 
Knowles, 2008). The use of visual methods has also been employed extensively over 
recent decades in health care and community development. Images can capture what 
is hard to articulate verbally and can be more memorable than words (Weber, 2008). 
The arts also have an emotional aspect that can generate empathy that enables action 
to occur (Eisner, 2008). In a community context, the arts can be a powerful catalyst for 
communities to express issues and develop a sense of pride (Pope and Doyle, 2006). 
Given these qualities, a community arts based approach was used in this project. The 
particular art form used was postcards. Postcards are a simple, creative, time efficient 
and engaging way of working with the community. These and other creative arts 
approaches are particularly suited to working with participants who may not respond to 
more verbal research methods like survey forms (Liampittong and Rumbold, 2008). 

The use of postcards has recently undergone a resurgence in Australia. A national 
postcard distributor (Avant Card) produces over four million free postcards a year as 
an advertising medium (see www.avantcard.com.au/index.php). Postcards are also 
being used to explore experiences, empower individuals and promote health. One of 
the largest projects using postcards to explore community experiences is the US based 
Postsecret Project (see www.postsecret.blogspot.com). Since 2005, when community 
members were encouraged to share their secrets, over 80,000 postcards have been 
received. Similarly, in 2007 blank postcards were used by the Queen Victoria Women’s 
Centre in Melbourne in a project inviting women to share stories of their desires for 
control in their lives. The Note to Herself Project (see www.qvwc.org.au) sought to 
both empower women individually by providing a creative space for them to express 
themselves, and also collectively, by allowing women to share their postcards. This 
project saw over 17,000 postcards distributed across Melbourne, 1,000 of which were 
received for inclusion in an exhibition. 



Everyday Angels 9 

For participants in the current project, a postcard template was developed (see 
previous page). The postcard was blank on one side and the other included the 
return address and a prepaid stamp. The postcards were printed with instructions for 
community members to use the blank postcard to share a story of something achieved 
by an aged care service provider. Participants were invited to share a story by drawing 
a picture, making a collage or writing a short story (see instructions for participants 
attachment 3). Contributions were encouraged from service providers, care recipients 
or family and friends of care recipients about all types aged care services. This included 
those provided: at home; in day care; general practice clinics; geriatric rehabilitation; 
sub acute services; independent living units and residential aged care. 

To promote the achievements of staff, a project website was established displaying 
the completed cards. The website also provided further information about the project 
including information on ordering blank postcards. Postcard packs, which included: 10 
blank postcards; instructions for participants (see attachment 3) and blank envelopes 
for participants to cover and return their responses, were made available. The 
postcards we distributed throughout the project team’s networks between July 2009 
and May 2010. During this period over 80 requests for postcards were received and 
about 7000 postcards were distributed across Victoria. Most enquirers had read about 
the project in the media. Seven requests were received from organizations that wanted 
multiples of 30 or more postcards to engage their staff and establish a postcard ‘wall’ 
in their foyer. These organizations included a day care centre, two home care services 
and five residential aged care services. To assist these organizations, a resource kit with 
instructions and poster and postcard templates was developed and distributed (see 
attachment 4). 

The project was promoted through the project team’s networks and via media interest 
in the project. Members of the project team also attended a number of conferences 
to promote the project, including the Australian Nurses Federation Aged Care 
Special Interest Group Conference 2010. A number of art materials were provided 
to participants at this conference to enable them to complete a postcard at the 
conference. The Special Interest Group also supported the project by placing a project 
flyer on their webpage. Further strategies to raise community awareness included 
providing project information to conference delegates at the Municipal Association 
of Victoria Aged and Disability Services Conference and engaging media interest as 
described in the next section.
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Engaging the media

In September 2009 the project team worked with the Media and Communications Unit 
at the La Trobe University to develop a Media Release (see attachment 1) and article for 
the La Trobe Bulletin (Latrobe University, 2009a) and La Trobe News (Latrobe University, 
2009b). A media release was also developed by the University of Ballarat to specifically 
target newspapers in regional and rural areas. It was hoped that these media releases 
would encourage community participation in the project and generate positive media 
attention for the achievements of staff working in aged care services.

In December 2009 further efforts to engage the mainstream media were made. The 
project team sent the project flyer, copies of some completed postcards and a covering 
letter to a number of Melbourne based publications including the Age and Herald Sun 
newspaper. The information was also sent to a number of rural papers including the: 
Geelong Advertiser; Ballarat Courier; Bendigo Advertiser; Mildura Midweek; Hamilton 
Spectator; Bright Observer; Horsham Weekly Advertiser; Shepparton Adviser and 
Riverine Herald.  

In response to efforts to engage the media, the story was taken up by The Senior 
(Victoria) a newspaper for Victorians over 50 years of age. The paper ran with headline 
‘Message to care angels’ in their November 2009 edition. As shown in the image above, 
the coverage included a photograph of a project team member holding postcards 
(The Senior, 2009). An article was also published in 50 something, a national paper for 
seniors, in January 2010. A further article was published in INsite (1/1/10 p. 4) a national 
aged care industry newspaper and in Nursing Review (November 2009 p. 1), a national 
newspaper for nurses. The article was placed beneath a story entitled ‘Growing voice 
for change’ which described the growing support for aged care nurses who were facing 
a ‘barrage’ of negative publicity. The story on the Everyday Angels project entitled 
‘Remember aged care’s angels’ began by saying that: 
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Between negative publicity and being among the worst paid workers in Australia, 
it’s easy for the morale of aged care nurses to plummet. A study conducted by 
Aged and Community Services Australia found while the community did hold 
aged care staff in high regard, the staff members themselves didn’t see this. 
Working to change this skewed perception and put focus to the many positives 
of the industry La Trobe University is reminding nurses of what angels they are 
(INsite, 2009).

 
The story was also covered by the Preston Leader newspaper in Melbourne (circulation 
38294) who ran the story (4/10/09 p. 18) with images of postcards received. The story 
was titled Aged-care boost on the cards.

 
Postcards aren’t just a way of telling stories of travel and adventure. A new La 
Trobe study is using them to find out positive stories for workers in the aged-care 
community.

In response to these articles a number of older people and aged care service providers 
contacted the project team and expressed their wish to participate in the project. 
In addition, a number of invitations were received by the project team to provide 
information to conference and seminar participants. 

The project team hoped that the efforts to engage community interest would help 
to gain interest in the project report. The report and the project website provide an 
important opportunity to engage the community with the stories of the achievements of 
aged care service providers. Whether this outcome is achieved will not be apparent until 
long after the project report has been circulated. However, there are encouraging signs 
that the project will generate interest. In 2009 the International Association of Arts and 
Humanistic Psychology covered the project in two of their newsletters. The first article 
introduced the project while a second repeated an invitation for Association members 
to go to the project website noting that: 

 
Many of these postcards have now been put on a website and I urge you to look 
at them. Not only is it a pleasure to read of some of the good things that are 
happening in aged care, it is also inspiring to see the creative modalities through 
which these have been expressed. 

It is hoped that this report will generate further interest in the achievements of aged care 
service providers and help to ensure that the Everyday Angels project is taken up by the 
aged care sector. 
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Results

Over the nine month period in which calls for postcards from the Victorian community 
were made, a total of 227 postcards were received. Our understanding of who the 
postcard participants were was facilitated by four questions included on the back of 
the postcard. The questions included three multiple choice questions about the type 
of age care service being celebrated on the postcard, its geographic location and the 
participant’s relationship to the service. A fourth question invited participants to provide 
feedback about the project (see attachment 3). It is interesting to note that up to 18% 
of participants did not complete some of these questions. A further 25 participants 
completed questions but did not provide an image or story in the space provided. It 
seems possible that some participants wanted to support the project but did not want 
to make a postcard, or perhaps they did not fully understand what they were being 
invited to do. 

Residential aged care was the most celebrated aged care service, with 42% of 
postcards relating to high care and 24% referring to low care. This is not surprising 
given that much of the negative publicity about aged care services relates these 
services. Smaller numbers of postcards related to home care (13%), sub acute care 
(2%), day care (1%) and 18% of postcards did not indicate the aged care service that 
they related to. The majority of the services were in Melbourne (65%) with a smaller 
number from a regional town or city (17%) or a rural area (10%). A further 8% of 
postcards did not indicate where the service was located. 

The third question invited participants to describe their relationship to the aged care 
service being described or shown on the postcard. Twelve percent didn’t answer 
this question and 35% reported that they knew about the achievement because they 
worked in aged care. It is pleasing that postcards were received from aged care service 
providers recognizing their own achievements, given the potential positive impact this 
may have on retaining staff in aged care services. A further 24% said that they received 
aged care services, 19% said that they had seen the service provided to family or 
friends and another 10% said that they had heard about the achievements. 
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Participant feedback about the project 
Participants were invited to make comments about the project. Thirty participants took 
the opportunity to make comments about the project as follows: 

1. What a brilliant concept! It encourages people to be proud of what they do!

2. Thank you for recognizing the care and devotion aged care staff give.

3. Great project need for recognition of all in aged care.

4. This is a very good project, thank-you.

5. A good idea, the public need to be educated on aged care issues.

6. Would be great to see it develop widely to be an encouragement and motivating inspiration and 
education.

7. Fantastic idea, keep it up.

8. Good on you, it’s wonderful to acknowledge all the good happening. It’s encouraging.

9. A great idea. Carers are undervalued, as are the old and vulnerable.

10. Great idea, well done getting it up.

11. Great to focus for a change on the good that is happening. Love the … idea.

12. Interesting, refreshing approach.

13. So pleased you are interested in positive aspects of ageing. So much focus on the negative stuff

14. I love the project. Values of honoring and such a positive way of being in this harsh world. Thank 
you.

15. A lovely reflective experience.

16. A wonderful idea to raise the profile of aged care.

17. Fantastic idea. Lots of fun.

18. Sounds like a brilliant source to alleviate aging aged care nurses esteem.

19. We need to focus more on the positive experience of care.

20. Good work!!

21. Great idea, staff need better pay though.

22. A great project idea.

23. The results will be useful for the future of aged care. 

24. It [will] be excellent to see/find out what the themes are.

25. The project should help planning future aged home facilities [and] need for recreation/chaplaincy 
programs.

26. Opportunity for acknowledgement.

27. A good idea, the public need to be educated on aged care issues. 

28. This should be done across all aged care centres

29. Its nice to be acknowledged for what we do 

30. Keep it going coz this is a really good way to thank staff 

A number of participants also provided their contact details on the back of their 
postcard. Where this occurred the project manager made contact with the participant 
and thanked them for their contribution to the project. Contact details were then 
obscured before the postcard was scanned and placed on the project website. 
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Postcard themes 

To determine the achievements of staff working in aged care the postcards were 
analyzed and recurrent themes identified. In anticipation of some of the challenges 
that may arise in the analysis, participants were invited to describe the meaning or 
the feelings that they had in relation to images presented. The inclusion of text in all 
postcards assisted in the analysis of themes. Two key steps were undertaken to further 
assist the analysis.

The first step of postcard analysis involved two focus groups of community members 
to gather intersubjective responses to the postcards. This process, which is used in 
community arts, values the feelings and meanings of individuals and invites these to be 
shared to create common meaning (Lett, 1993) and enhance sense making (Rumbold 
et al., 2008). This process was considered necessary to take the small amount of 
information provided on postcards and generate themes that reflected what works in 
aged care. 

The analysis of images in the postcards requires researchers to be particularly mindful. 
It is important to take the images seriously, consider the effects and social context of 
the images, be aware of the meanings attributed to the images and how these may 
be influenced by the researcher’s own life (Rose 2001). The method of appreciative 
inquiry, combined with focus group analysis of images goes a long way in ensuring 
these points can be carefully considered - not only by the researcher but by a group of 
positioned lay people. The focus groups aimed to develop shared meanings that were 
relevant and useful, rather than an absolute truth (Anderson and Gerhart, 2007).

Focus group participants were sought through the project team’s networks. Participants 
were provided with a project information sheet and consent form. They were not 
required to have any aged care experience, but needed to be familiar with aged care 
services. Eight community members agreed to participate, including 5 females and 3 
males, ranging in age from 25 to 84 years. Two participants had experience working in 
aged care, the remainder were aware of aged care services in their local community 
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or through the care of family and friends. The focus groups were facilitated by an arts 
therapist from the Melbourne Institute of Creative and Experiential Arts Therapy and the 
project manager. 

In each focus group the postcards were displayed in (unnamed) clusters drafted by 
the arts therapist. Participants were invited to look through a cluster of cards to identify 
key words, images or phrases that stood out for each postcard. Next, participants 
were asked to identify a theme that linked the postcards together and write or draw 
something about that link. To assist participants with their responses the art therapist 
provided a range of visual images and art materials. Participants were then invited to 
share their impressions of the cluster with the rest of the group and name the cluster. 
To assist in further analysis of the postcards, photographs were taken of the participant 
responses (see image on previous page). 

The second step undertaken to identify the postcard themes involved building 
and reshaping the clusters. Using the themes developed in the focus groups as a 
framework, the project manager allocated each postcard to a theme. As the clusters 
grew in size their meanings shifted and their titles were then changed to reflect 
that. From these processes the following nine themes were identified as the key 
achievements of staff working in aged care services in Victoria: 

1.	 Working	with	love

2.	 Valuing	older	people

3.	 Promoting	dignity	and	independence

4.	 Enhancing	emotional	wellbeing	

5.	 Seeing	the	person	with	dementia

6.	 Enabling	meaningful	lives

7.	 Embracing	terminally	ill	clients	and	their	families

8.	 Strengthening	rural	and	regional	communities

9.	 Listening,	diversity	and	person-centered	care

In the following section these themes are presented, beginning with a scanned image 
of a postcard that represents the theme. Quotations from other postcards are then 
presented (in italics) in the words of the participants to further demonstrate the theme. 
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Theme 1: Working with love

The predominant theme arising from the postcards related to staffs’ commitment 
to their work. The postcard shown above, made by a person working in subacute 
care, suggests that staff are motivated by love. This theme appeared in many of the 
postcards, as demonstrated in the following examples: 

Anytime….really! It doesn’t matter what time it is. No, you’re not holding me up 
from something more important than this. You are the most important reason 
for me being here! I’m a nurse! It’s the little things. Use your buzzer if there’s 
anything at all. If you need an extra pillow, a back rub. If you just want to talk 
(postcard 79, works in high care).

Our aged care facility is low care and the best in Australia (Gladswood Lodge). 
The residents are happy and loved. Staff are above fabulous and give without 
question. We are all in aged care for the love of it not the money (postcard 56, 
works in low care).

The staff at the residential care facility are prepared to go the extra mile to 
provide care and comfort to their residents (postcard 72, works in high care).

I work as a volunteer in aged care. I am only one of many and whilst I know I give 
[residents] enjoyment, I too receive much and always feel good when I leave 
(postcard 110, volunteer in high care).

Dear Catherine, the work is hard and lowly paid – the rewards are the hugs you 
get and the wonderful staff I work with – more should be done to help retain staff 
– get more staff and pay them properly (postcard 115, works in home care and 
high care).

I love helping people and aged care allows me to do just that. I feel great after 
helping people (postcard 135, works in high care).
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The capacity of staff to work with love was apparent in many other postcards that 
described how staff loved their work and the older people that they cared for. One 
participant described how “it’s all about dedication and loving what you do” (postcard 
100). Another described “falling in love” with aged care (postcard 82). This love 
was reported to motivate staff to continue working in aged care. As shown on the 
previous page, staff reported working in aged care for love, rather than money and 
being rewarded with hugs from clients. Others postcards described how for staff, 
the knowledge that they were making a difference to the lives of older people was a 
significant component in their enjoyment of aged care. 

The love that aged care service providers had for their work appears to have an impact 
on the quality of services provided to older people. Many postcards described staff 
going the ‘extra mile’ for clients, or delivering services beyond what was required in 
order to make a difference to their clients. Staff went “beyond the call of duty” (postcard 
111). One example given was of an aged care service provider baking cakes or singing 
for clients that were thought to be lonely (postcard 11). The dedication of staff was also 
highlighted in a postcard written by a service provider to her/his clients saying “you are 
the most important reason for me being here!” (postcard 79). This level of commitment 
was also noticed by clients who reported that staff were “always willing to do anything 
to help (postcard 60) and: spoil me rotten” (postcard 123).

The postcards presented in this theme highlight the importance of celebrating the 
dedication of staff working in aged care services. The postcards show that aged care 
service providers love their work and the older people they care for. They also describe 
how aged care service providers’ rewards were not monetary but the knowledge that 
they were making a difference, something that was appreciated by clients, who “paid 
them in hugs”. This theme also provided examples of how the love that staff have for 
their work results in the delivery of a high standard of care. Their dedication is apparent 
in each of the remaining themes presented in this report and is particularly evident in 
the following theme of valuing older people.
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Theme 2: Valuing older people

The second achievement to be celebrated relates to the value placed on older people 
by aged care service providers. The postcard shown above was sent by a family 
member of a high care resident (postcard 24) and describes honoring and respecting 
older people. This valuing was apparent in most of the postcards received and is 
reflected in the following examples:

Before my Grandad passed away … he was living in a nursing home. At his 
funeral I was approached by a young woman who informed me that she was 
one of the nurses who had taken care of my Grandad. She wanted to tell me 
how moved she was by my eulogy and that she thought my Grandad was 
‘amazing’. In reflection, I am moved by her – her presence meant a lot to me 
(postcard 5, family receives high care). 

My friend’s daughter works in aged care. She is very kind and hates seeing the 
loneliness of some residents of the places where she works. Sometimes she 
takes flowers, sweets and cake to the people she cares for and sings to them 
(postcard 11, visitor in high care).

We love our residents as if they were our own family (postcard 57, works in high 
care) 

The staff at Emerald Terrace Nursing Home Templestowe give so much love and 
attention to detail for welfare of residents. … My mum was in palliative care for 
16 months – she said to me once: gosh, they care for me as if I am their own 
mother!! (postcard 60, family in high care).
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The beautiful thing about aged care is that most people care very much about 
what happens to one another. That what I have seen in my years working in aged 
care 25 years … very caring indeed (postcard 51, staff works in sub acute, day 
care, rehab and residential care)

The value that staff placed on their clients was expressed explicitly in the comments 
provided, and implicitly in the care described. Examples of valuing statements made 
by staff, including a nurse who attended a client’s funeral and told a family member 
that her grandfather “grandad was amazing” (postcard 5). Other statements made by 
staff about older people were that they “tell great stories” (postcard 38) and “are very 
precious” (postcard 198). The valuing of older people was obvious in the examples of 
staff bringing flowers and cakes for clients and other gestures described throughout 
the report. Appreciation of clients was also apparent in a number of postcards which 
described how staff valued clients as though they were family with staff sometimes 
attending their funerals. One postcard demonstrated this, stating “we love our residents 
here at gladswood lodge as if they were our own family” (postcard 55).  

The valuing of older people by aged care service providers was noted by clients and 
family members. One older postcard participant described being treated with “dignity 
and respect” (postcard 120) and a number reported being valued as though they were 
family. One client noted that she was cared for by staff “as if I am their own mother” 
(postcard 60). A client receiving low care sent a postcard highlighting the importance of 
the relationship between staff and clients saying “you are my everything - to all my good 
staff (postcard 138). 

The valuing of older people by aged care service providers appears to motivate staff to 
deliver a high standard of care. That aged care service providers value older people in 
an ageist society is worthy of celebration. In Australia ageist attitudes still undermine the 
rights, dignity, participation and independence of older people (Council on the Aging, 
2010). The postcards relating to this theme provide examples of aged care service 
providers replacing the negative stereotypes of older people with a regard for their 
unique contributions.
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Theme 3: Promoting independence and dignity

Thirteen percent of the postcards received related to the provision of homecare. In 
a similar manner to the postcard shown above (postcard 1) many of the postcards 
emphasized the importance of homecare services to maintaining the independence of 
older people. They also demonstrated how these services were provided in a manner 
that enabled older people to uphold their dignity. Many of the postcards in this cluster 
were from older people receiving home care and the following examples show how 
independence and dignity were promoted: 

Nothing is better than keeping older people in their own homes for as long as 
possible. Their homes are truly their castles. Home sweet home (postcard 54, 
works in home care).

Thanks to MARIKA, CAROLYN, JANICE AND ALL at the Brotherhood of St 
Lawrence, my mother and I are able to feel dignity and respect while needing 
support to remain at home (vulnerable) yet enjoying activities, networking and 
reaching out to others. So life is a pleasure (tho’ often a challenge too). Their 
genuine care is very touching, the way they do their work is amazing. To be 
humane and so kind yet still professional. We appreciate them immensely 
(postcard 120, family receives home care). 

This project has made it possible for me to return to live in my own home after 8 
months in Hospitals … My home care lady means a lot to me, a caring friendly 
person is a very big help to someone in my position. Being housebound my 
home care lady has become very special to me, my cleaning lady but also my 
friend (postcard 121, receives home care). 



Everyday Angels 21 

Since I have need[ed] to use the aged care service I have found the people who 
come to see me to be most considerate, helpful and friendly and feel I could not 
do without them. They are truly angels (postcard 133, receives homecare).

I live alone since my husband died 2 years ago. I was referred by Frankston 
Hospital to Home Care after spending a month in hospital and rehab after 
treatment for surgery for cancer the second time. The Council and their staff 
have made it possible for me to remain at home due to the help and kindness 
of the ladies who do so much. Their kindness and help have done so much 
and the support lady feels like one of my family. I am so grateful for her help and 
kindness and also the Council and the Hospital for making it possible. Thank-
you (postcard 134, receives homecare). 

I have received help in Aged Care in rehabilitation. I receive help in Aged Care 
from the District Nurses. I also receive help in Aged Care from Villa Maria and 
Omni Care and from the help I receive I can stay in my own unit which is very 
satisfying to me. All my helpers are so pleasant and always willing to do anything 
to help me. Thank you to everyone (postcard 16, receives home care).

These and other postcards describe how aged care service providers make a 
difference to the lives of older people. Older people receiving home care described 
staff as caring, considerate, kind and friendly. These attributes were significant for older 
people who were aware that without this support they would not be able to remain in 
their own homes. Some families described how aged care services were provided 
with dignity and respect. The value of this independence was also noted by staff. One 
example provided earlier described how a doctor made a client continent again and 
“improved her life immeasurably” (postcard 42). The doctor reported that the strategies 
to promote continence were not valued by her colleagues. Despite this, the doctor took 
great joy in improving his/her client’s quality of life.

This theme celebrates the delivery of services that enable older people to maintain their 
independence. It also celebrates the manner in which these services are delivered, 
enabling older people to live their lives with dignity. This appears to create a special 
bond between older people and aged care service providers, with clients often looking 
forward to seeing their service provider as much as they look forward to receiving the 
service.
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Theme 4: Enhancing emotional wellbeing 

The importance of promoting the emotional wellbeing of older people was highlighted 
in a number of postcards. The theme was apparent in the postcard shown above, 
received from the family of a high care resident (postcard 59). This postcard and many 
others like it described the grief and loss encountered by older people. As shown in 
the examples provided, the responses of aged care service providers improved the 
emotional wellbeing of consumers:  

Margaret has worked years and years in aged care. She is a fully trained nurse 
and loves doing extras such as massage, nails and hair and anything that 
promotes confidence and dispels depression (postcard 16, friend in high care).

The team at Melaleuca Lodge (Cowes) provide such a happy atmosphere and 
environment for the residents … it’s a place of life and wellbeing (postcard 26, 
works in low care). 

After my wife had a major surgery we needed home help. My wife didn’t think so 
and was reluctant to agree. We had a different person each time but she said 
that they were all so lovely my wife loved chatting to them they brightened the 
day. Some had such great stories to tell! (postcard 2, receives home care)

My name is Rita. I am 86 years old … I was a frequent visitor (patient) to Sale 
Hospital with pneumonia and other complaints about 4 years ago … Judy [a 
home carer] has called on me weekly since my discharge at least 2 years ago 
and her help and understanding has in one particular case saved my sanity. I am 
not given to panic, but from personal experience the work they do is invaluable 
… (postcard 106, receives home care). 
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Jim lost both his legs thro diabetes. He was sad about having to live in an aged 
care home but [staff] fussed over him and stirred him with humour to make him 
happy (postcard 13, visits high care).

The recognition of the emotional needs of older people by aged care service providers 
is particularly important. The prevalence of depression in older people is thought to 
be between 6% and 20% in the community and up to 50% in residential aged care 
(Haralambous et al., 2009). While this figure is quite high the Black Dog Institute (No 
Date) suggests that depression in older people is generally underreported. The Institute 
explains that the symptoms of depression (such as loss of interest and enjoyment in 
life, apprehension, poor sleep and chronic unexplained pain) are often attributed to 
old age or not reported by older people who are stoic. The Institute also notes that 
depression can be caused by physical illness, significant losses, social isolation or 
loneliness. 

While depression is often underreported, the postcards indicate aged care service 
providers are aware of the importance of emotional wellbeing. A number of postcards 
made reference to staff making older people happy, providing a happy environment 
or brightening a client’s day. The postcard quoted on the previous page makes a 
subtle reference to panic and describes how service providers “saved my sanity” 
(postcard 106). These skills were noted in staff working in residential aged care with 
several postcards described pet therapy programs. One older person simply wrote that 
“the staff got everyone a cat” (postcard 151). The provision of pets for older people 
was seen as recognition of the importance of companionship and love. One resident 
described the facility cat as “a best friend” (postcard 153). 

The postcards reflecting this theme demonstrate how staff in residential aged care 
create welcoming communities and that staff in home care provide an important source 
of social support. These efforts to enhance, engage and stimulate older people are 
important given that depression can be reduced by mental stimulation, social activities 
and grief counselling (Black Dog Institute, Undated). This theme highlighted how aged 
care service providers offer the stimulation, activities and counselling that promotes the 
emotional wellbeing of older people. 
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Theme 5: Seeing the person with dementia

A number of postcards describe how people with dementia are valued by aged 
care service providers, who went to great lengths to accommodate their needs. The 
postcard displayed above (postcard 48) was completed by a nurse who had worked 
in aged care for 48 years. The nurse refers to people with dementia as “very, very 
interesting people”, and notes that “I have learned an awful lot from these wonderful 
people”. This postcard, and a number of others presented in this section, describes 
how aged care service providers were able to see the person with dementia, rather than 
simply focus on the disease.

Alzheimers is overtaking Len who was admitted to a nursing home where staff 
were able to humour him and make him happy as he didn’t wish to leave home. 
His family felt it was important for his safety. Len has a new home (postcard 7, 
friend receives high care).

My colleagues are amazing – not only do they provide wonderful care to our 
dementia residents, it is also the extras that come from the heart – compassion, 
empathy, generosity of spirit. Many other things that are far beyond their job 
description. It is my privilege to work with these dedicated and intelligent and 
imaginative people. Aged care workers are a ‘special breed’ (postcard 104, 
works in high care). 

As a chaplain working in aged care I see many of the ups and downs of both 
residents and staff. In particular I pay tribute to three very different but special 
staff workers in the Advanced Dementia Unit … Each of them are angels in their 
own right for the very individual perceptive ways they have developed methods 
of being alongside residents … their understanding and patient, pleasant 
manner of assisting residents has certainly been instrumental in bringing about 
some wonderful transformations (postcard 116, chaplain in residential aged 
care).
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Colour, aliveness, relationship, come together in dance allowing me to shine. 
“You need dance therapy in your nursing home” spoken to the manager of a 
newly opened home for people with dementia, a manager open to different ways 
of doing things - led to a dance therapy program first at this, then sister campus. 
A program started over 12 years ago and still running! (postcard 41, works in 
high care).

My wife has dementia and has been assessed requiring high care. She had 
been a great sports person but now requires complete care. The day she 
was admitted finally for respite and then 6 weeks later for permanent care 
the welcome and understanding she received from the staff was outstanding 
and overwhelming. After 3 years in the nursing home and now confined to a 
wheelchair the understanding compassion and dedication by the nurses and 
PSAs has been marvelous. The patients … will never improve but the comfort 
they receive daily is something to behold. … my admiration of the staff for their 
skills and patience is never ending (postcard 191, family receives high care).

The achievements of aged care service providers caring for people with dementia are 
particularly significant given the prevalence of dementia and the devastating impact 
on the lives of older people. There are currently around 200,000 Australians diagnosed 
with dementia and this figure is expected to rise to about 450,000 over the next twenty 
years (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2007). People with dementia may have 
difficulty finding the right words, or may repeat themselves, have difficult concentrating, 
understanding information or become confused, distressed and aggressive as they 
struggle with the frustrations of everyday life (Alzheimers Australia 2005). These 
changes challenge the person with dementia as well as their family and those providing 
aged care services.

Given these challenges it is a considerable achievement that aged care service 
providers focus on the person with dementia, rather than limit their focus to the disease. 
The postcards show how aged care service providers created homes for people with 
dementia and made them happy. This was achieved by approaching their work with 
empathy, generosity of spirit and patience. Aged care service providers were also 
commended for identifying imaginative ways of being with people with dementia and 
enabling them to be the best they can be. These achievements, and the language used 
in some of these postcards, are unique to the theme of caring for people with dementia.
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Theme 6: Enabling meaningful lives

A number of postcards referred to the efforts of aged care service providers to create 
meaning in the lives of older people. This was shown in the postcard displayed above 
which was sent in by a community member who had heard about the aged care 
service. The postcard tells of a couple ‘thriving’ in aged care (postcard 3). The following 
postcards further explore the concept of older people’s lives being enhanced through 
the provision of aged care services:

Our residents love our activities they really enjoy all our movies entertainment, 
active games, bingo, 1:1’s with school children and young adults doing 
placement. Residents at our facility also enjoy all the wonderful volunteers 
who visit and give their time and passion. Residents say “we love living here” 
(postcard 67, works in high care).

Rob was a lonely man living on his own. Yet he loved company. But since he 
went to live in an aged care home away from home (a welcoming community) 
he is thriving on the loving care of the dedicated staff (postcard 17, friend 
receives high care).

I would like to acknowledge the lifestyle staff in our facility … their patience and 
care despite the heaviness of the work is enriching the lives of many (postcard 
113, works in high care).

When I visit my nana for dinner the staff set aside our own table in the dining 
hall and make us feel like we are in a fancy restaurant with white linen and wine 
service. The staff always remembers that my nana hates pumpkin and make her 
feel special by providing her with her own special plate or soup. My nana tells 
me her new home is like a permanent holiday where she eats out every day! 
(postcard 37, family receives high care).
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Love and care in busy 26 Aged Care Unit. Nurses + Activity people keep ‘spark’ 
for life burning. A smile goes a long way. Words are not always necessary 
(postcard 68, works in high care).

These postcards describe care that enriched the lives of older people and enabled 
them to thrive. Staff were reported to provide input that enabled older people to 
continue to have lives that were “fulfilling” (postcard 53). It was also noted that 
aged care service providers ensure that older people were “thriving on loving care” 
(postcard 59). Others reported that aged care services could “improve … quality of life 
immeasurably” (postcard 41). Another described how the care provided to a widow 
after the death of her husband enable her to be “alive again” (postcard 59). 

This theme is closely linked to theme 3: promoting independence and dignity. However, 
this theme goes further to describe how the provision of home care enabled older 
people to live independently and was correlated with living a meaningful life. On 
the other hand, postcards about residential aged care had much more of a focus 
on creating a home for older people that enabled meaning. This was done through 
laughter, listening to the stories of older people, and a sense of play through the 
provision of activities with one postcard noting that “diversional therapy instils positivity” 
(postcard 161). As described by one aged care service provider “our residents say - we 
love living here” (postcard 67). 

The capacity of aged care service providers to enable older people to continue to live 
meaningful lives is significant. The postcards demonstrate that older people value being 
given the opportunities to thrive, feel fulfilled and enjoy their lives. This is a significant 
achievement given ageist stereotypes about older people ‘awaiting death’. The actions 
of aged care service providers to help older people live meaningful lives is underpinned 
by a view of older people as having lives to live. This challenges stereotypes of aged 
care as ‘god’s waiting room’ and perceptions of older people as a series of ailments. 
The theme demonstrates the valuing of older people and the capacity of aged care 
service providers to help older people live the lives that are meaningful to them. 
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Theme 7: Embracing terminally ill clients and their families

A number of postcards celebrated the special care provided to terminally ill clients 
and their families. The postcard shown above was sent from a family member who 
describes how aged care service providers understood the importance of being with 
clients and their families when a client was dying (postcard 8). As shown in the following 
postcards, families recognized and valued the special efforts made to care for dying 
clients and their families: 

I will always remember the lovely, gentle staff member Julianne who was working 
one evening when my Grandmother was very ill. Instead of packing my nan ‘off 
to bed’ she sat her on the sofa in the Unit and sat close to her and held her hand 
and talked to her. I knew when I left nan she was in good, ‘kind’ hands (postcard 
102, family member receives high care). 

I would like to honour the extra effort the home care worker gave my mum when 
she was terminally ill. … This worker provided my mum with much more than 
cleaning duties; she offered warmth and companionship – freely. I am grateful 
of her contribution to my mother’s … life (postcard 10, family member receives 
home care). 

One of my patients was dying. Her son and daughter were with her and I spent 
time with them throughout the evening. Months later I met the daughter at a 
conference. She said that she and her brother felt that evening that they were 
nursed through the dying process. It made me feel proud to have been a 
support to them at their time of need. It also reinforced one of the reasons why I 
enjoy nursing (postcard 118, works in high care). 

Holding her hand as she battled to breathe in her final hours and feared the 
arrival of the end was the most touching experience of my career so far. It made 
me realise the importance of what I do ... Just comforting her made all the 
difference and soothed her … (postcard 95, works in high care).
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These postcards describe the efforts that staff made to comfort clients that were ill 
or dying. They describe how aged care service providers would ‘go the extra mile’ 
and sit with a client, hold a clients hand and offer warmth and companionship. The 
compassion and support offered to ill and dying clients was also extended to their 
families. A number of families commented that aged care service providers assisted 
them through the process of understanding what was happening and grieving the loss 
of their family member. This support was of great comfort to families. 

Several postcards in this theme also described staff attending a client’s funeral. While 
this indicates a valuing of older people as outlined in theme 2, it also highlights the 
importance that aged care service providers place on the grieving process. A number 
of families described feeling emotionally supported and comforted in response to staff 
attendance at funerals. 

Perhaps the care provided to ill and dying clients and their families indicates recognition 
by aged care providers of these particularly difficult times. This theme highlights the 
meaning aged care service providers attributed to palliative care. It shows how staff 
responded to ill or dying clients and their families with compassion and a high standard 
of care. 
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Theme 8: Strengthening rural and regional communities 

In the introduction to this report we described how the project team developed a 
number of strategies to ensure the involvement of rural and regional communities. The 
project team felt that some rural and regional communities have a closer relationship 
with their aged care services than their metropolitan counterparts. Other differences 
between city and country have been noticed. For example, some research has 
suggested that older people in rural, residential services receive better care because 
there are stronger links between services (Phillips et al., 2004).

To explore the particular achievements of aged care service providers in rural and 
regional communities, postcards from these providers were also analyzed separately. 
Our intention was to highlight the achievements identified in the postcards that we 
received, rather than make generalizations about city – country differences. The 
analysis revealed a strong relationship between staff and clients, as shown in the 
postcard above from a nurse working in residential care (postcard 79). The following 
examples further demonstrate the connection between aged care services and the 
community.

Our private, not for profit health service was at risk of closure recently. The staff 
went on action groups, lobbyed govt depts etc to get the results we achieved. 
We have become public and will not close. At work we were all stressed 
because of the personal risk to our own livelihood. All staff continued the 
excellent care, took time to reassure frightened residents and family members of 
residents (postcard 101, works in residential care).

Not far from where we live is a nursing home where there have been deaths 
of clients in recent year who have no known dependents or relatives. In these 
cases staff of the home have arranged funerals to which some of us have been 
invited ensuring dignity and care to the end (postcard 33, visits high care).
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There are so many families and carers in our communities these days and 
supporting people to stay in their home by supporting the carers in their 24/7 
role is such a valuable service. I see how valuable this support is every single 
day I go to work (postcard 35, works in community program).

Assisting carers to access some time out, time to get together with other carers, 
access to information and support is such a wonderful and important role. I love 
seeing carers come together and feel supported (postcard 42, works in carer 
respite program).

These postcards demonstrate recognition by aged care services providers of the value 
of their service to the community. Perhaps the close relationships between service 
providers and clients in rural and regional areas means that aged care service providers 
are more aware of their client’s progress. For example, it is not difficult to imagine that 
a service provider in a small town might see their clients or client family members in the 
local supermarket and be given an update on client progress. The valuing of the service 
was particularly evident in the postcard describing how staff lobbied to prevent the 
closure of their rural aged care service (postcard 101). In this story staff were reported 
to set aside their own fears and concerns about the closure in order to reassure clients 
and continue advocating for the service to continue.

Several of the postcards in this theme relate to the provision of supports to enable older 
people to remain in their own homes. This theme was discussed earlier (see theme 3) 
relating to the provision of services that enabled older people to maintain independence 
and dignity. The postcards reviewed in the rural and regional theme also describe 
the care provided to help people to stay at home by supporting carers. A sense of 
community is also apparent in the postcard that describes an aged care service calling 
on the community to attend funerals to honor the passing of residents that have no 
family. 

The achievements of aged care service providers in rural and regional areas needs to 
be celebrated. As these postcards indicate, staff in rural and regional areas certainly go 
the extra mile to ensure that members of their local community are supported.  
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Theme 9: Listening, diversity and person-centred care

A number of participants made reference to the importance of listening to older people. 
Further exploration of the postcards in this cluster revealed that aged care service 
providers listen to consumers to understand them as a person and identify their care 
needs. The postcard shown above was sent by a person visiting a low care facility who 
noticed the person-centered responses to a diverse client group (postcard 49). Other 
postcards presented in this theme show how the act of listening is a key component of 
responding to diversity and understanding the unique needs of each individual.

The most important thing we can do in our job is to listen. Listening lets you 
get to know the person, how they are feeling, whilst finding out their needs and 
their problems and if you can help by connecting other services (postcard 117, 
works in home care).

Aged Care, we care and love our residents. Holding her hand, listening to her 
stories about her life and making her feel loved and appreciated. That’s what I 
love about my job (postcard 90, works in high care).

17 years ago I worked weekends in a nursing home while studying. I thought 
it was just to earn money! Reality is, I fell in love with it. The different residents, 
their stories and their lives. Some are like my family and the rewards outweigh 
the hard days and stress – most of the time!! (postcard 82, works in high care).

I looked after a woman who was a lesbian. We discussed her sexuality before 
she was admitted because I wanted to make sure that the staff were accepting. 
Some staff said that her sexuality should not be discussed. But I thought that it 
was important to explore staff values before she was admitted because it was 
clear that she was a lesbian and it was important that the staff were supportive. 
I needed to protect her from any potential discrimination from other residents 
and visitors. The staff were fantastic, they just accepted her for who she was 
(postcard 46, works in high care).
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I was really frightened to approach unprivelidged people then I learnt that they 
are very precious as well. And that we’re all created from the same God. And we 
all deserve to be loved equally (postcard 198, works in high care).

The importance of listening and responding to the unique needs of individuals was 
apparent in each of these postcards. Listening to older people enabled aged care 
service providers to shape services to the unique needs of individual clients and 
enabled older people to feel cared for. Aged care service providers were seen to 
recognize the sex and gender diversity of older people, including acknowledgment of 
the importance of sexual expression, companionship and keeping couples together. 
Aged care service providers were seen to accept older people for who they are.

The recognition of diversity amongst older people is a considerable achievement. The 
Department of Human Services in Victoria (2003) has identified that to improve care for 
older people it is important to provide person-centered care and celebrate diversity. 
Person-centered approaches involve engaging with the person in order to understand 
their world, their experience of illness and the care that they require. This was apparent 
in the postcards with some aged care service providers describing the importance of 
listening to “get to know the person” (postcard 117). 

The postcards also highlight the practice of aged care service providers sharing some 
of their own stories with consumers. This was valued by older people who noticed that 
some staff “… had such great stories to tell” (postcard 2). This act of sharing power in 
this way appears to have had a humanizing impact and demonstrates partnerships in 
the provision of care. 
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Summary and conclusions

The previous section presented nine themes relating to the achievements of staff 
working in aged care services in Victoria. Further analysis of these themes highlights 
four threads running through the themes. The first thread relates to aged care service 
providers valuing older people. This was apparent in the theme describing how aged 
care service providers work with love despite stressful conditions and low rates of pay. 
Many stayed in aged care because they loved their work and because they valued 
older people. The valuing of older people was apparent across all the themes, but was 
particularly significant in the theme of staff listening, diversity and person-centred care. This 
theme described how aged care service providers listened to the stories of their clients 
in order to recognize and respond to the unique needs of each client.

The second thread related to the capacity of aged care service providers to enable 
older people to be the best that they can be. This was particularly apparent in the 
provision of home care where aged care service providers promoted dignity and 
independence for older people. Aged care service providers were reported to provide 
physical assistance and also to consider the psychosocial of clients and identify 
opportunities for enhancing emotional wellbeing. This support enabled meaningful lives for 
older people by allowing them to engage with life in ways that were important to them. 

The third thread relates to the provision of care at difficult times in the lives of older 
people, including clients that were dying and those with dementia. Aged care service 
providers embraced terminally ill clients and their families with compassion, companionship 
and warmth. Family members reported taking great comfort from the care provided 
to ill or dying clients and feeling that they were also being assisted through the dying 
process. These high levels of support were also noted in the care of older people with 
dementia. Aged care service providers were reported to have the capacity to see the 
person with dementia rather than simply seeing the problems that dementia presented. 
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The final theme relates to the capacity of aged care service providers to strengthen rural 
and regional communities. In these areas aged care service providers were very aware 
of the importance of the service to the community. Perhaps because of the closeness 
of these communities, aged care service providers were able to see how their service 
contributed to the development of a stronger community and advocated to ensure that 
service was maintained.

These achievements are not presented as ‘truths’ but rather as an opportunity to 
celebrate what works in aged care. The project team will celebrate the achievements 
described in this report through a series of posters that will be available on the project 
website and circulated through aged care services in Victoria. The report will also be 
distributed to a number of media outlets in an effort to further promote positive stories 
about the achievements of aged care service providers. 

The project team believes that the project achieved its aim to celebrate the 
achievements of staff working in aged care services in Victoria. Indicators of success 
include the 200 plus postcards received and the media interest in the project. In 
retrospect we would have allowed a longer lead time to engage the community and 
generate further interest and more postcards. 

We hope that this report will stimulate interest in a new approach to improvement 
in aged care services. To date, the approach has focused on identifying and fixing 
problems. This reported outlined a simple, low cost, engaging and time efficient 
approach that can complement existing processes. We hope that aged care services 
will adopt this project by establishing an Everyday Angels Wall in their service each 
December. In doing so, we hope that services will invite staff, clients, visitors and 
families to make a postcard identify the achievements of staff in their service. Displaying 
these postcards in an organization’s foyer provide an opportunity to celebrate what has 
been achieved and may very well encourage participation by staff, clients and visitors. 
As this report has shown, the achievements of staff working in aged care services are 
significant and ought to be acknowledged. 
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Attachments
Attachment 1: La Trobe University media release
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Attachment 2: Project flyer
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Attachment 3: Instructions for participants
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Attachment 4: Everyday Angels Resource Kit

How to use the kit

This Everyday Angels Resource Kit has been developed to assist aged care services 
to adapt this statewide project to the needs of their organization. Some services have 
established an Everyday Angels wall in their service. This has involved inviting staff, 
clients, visitors and families to make a postcard identify the achievements of staff in 
their service. Completed postcards were then posted on a wall in the service foyer 
to encourage participation and to celebrate what has been achieved and identify 
opportunities to consolidate achievements.

The Resource Kit has three parts containing posters and postcards for the project. 
These resources are available in electronic form on the project website (go to www.

everydayangels.org.au). The first part includes a project information poster. The poster 
can be displayed in the organization foyer to inform stakeholders about the project. 

The second part is a postcard template with suggestions for organizations to adapt it 
to meet their own needs. The third part provides a poster template summarizing the 
achievements identified in the project and inviting stakeholders to a celebration event. 

The project can be undertaken at any time of the year. A number of participants made 
comment that Christmas might be a useful time because there is already some good 
sentiment. We suggest you run the project annually through December, finishing on the 
first day of the New Year. Some of the simple steps you might consider are listed below.  

Summary of some of the steps involves  

1.	 distribute	information	about	the	project	(see	flyer	page	46)

2.	 distribute	postcards	(see	template	page	47)

3.	 stop	the	project,	analyze	postcards	to	identify	themes

4.	 schedule	a	celebration	and	provide	summary	of	the	achievements	to	
stakeholders	(see	suggested	template	page	48)
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Resource kit part 1: Information poster for organizations

About the Everyday Angels Project

What is the purpose of the project?

This project is a quality improvement activity being conducted by our organization. Making 
improvements often involves finding and fixing problems. Another way of making improvements 
is to find out what works well and strengthen it. To help us identify what we do well, we are 
setting up an Everyday Angels Wall in the foyer. We would like to fill the Wall with postcards 
describing the achievements of staff. The Everyday Angels Wall is our chance to celebrate and 
improve the good care provided by staff in our service. 

Who can participate?

We want everyone to participate – that’s why we are setting up the Wall in the foyer. We hope 
that every staff member will make a postcard about the care that they provide. We also hope 
that clients, visitors and community members will also make a postcard. 

What do I need to do?

To participate you need to take one of the postcards provided, or just use an A4 size piece of 
paper to share a staff achievement. The achievement can be anything big or small. You can 
write a story, draw a picture, tear a picture from a magazine and stick it onto the card, anything 
you like. Then you can pin your postcard to the Everyday Angels Wall. The project will run 
throughout December and stop on the first of January.

What will happen to my card?

Your card will help us to identify what it is that this service does well. In January the quality 
committee will review the postcards and identify about 10 key themes. We will then organize 
an afternoon tea party at the Everyday Angels Wall to celebrate these achievements. The quality 
committee will also develop an action plan to identify how we can strengthen the things that we 
do well.

What if I want to make a complaint?

If you would like to make a complaint please contact [insert name here].

Do we use real names?

You are welcome to use the name of the staff member the story is celebrating. If you are using 
the name of a client you need to obtain their permission.

Who can I talk to if I have more questions?

If you have more questions please contact [insert name of contact here].
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Resource kit part 2: Postcard template

This is the postcard template developed for the statewide project. You will need a 
different template when the project is conducted in your organization. This template 
was developed in Publisher. We included four questions and a return address for 
people to post the postcards back to us. You may wish to consider different questions 
and ask participants to hand deliver the postcard or affix a stamp. The reverse side of 
the postcard was left blank for participants to draw or write. This template is available 
on the Everyday Angels website for those who would like to modify it.

At the time of printing the postcards cost about 50 cents each. To avoid this cost you 
could consider cutting a heavy paper into 4 pieces and attaching the questions to the 
back of the card with sticky labels. Another option is to simply invite people to use A4 
size paper as a postcard. We found that larger paper was more successful for people 
that wanted a bigger space to work on and those interested in collage. The larger paper 
also enabled us to provide participants a range of color and prints purchased from 
scrap book suppliers or art shops.
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Resource kit part 3: Celebration poster 

The Everyday Angels Wall – Achievements of staff

Thank-you to everyone who made a postcard for our Everyday Angels Wall. We 
received [insert number here] postcards. We reviewed the postcards and identified 
10 themes relating to the achievements of staff at [insert organization or service name 
here]. These achievements are: 

1. ______________________________________________________

2. ______________________________________________________

3. ______________________________________________________

4. ______________________________________________________

5. ______________________________________________________

6. ______________________________________________________

7. ______________________________________________________

8. ______________________________________________________

9. ______________________________________________________

10. _____________________________________________________

To celebrate these achievements we will have an afternoon tea party on [insert date] at 
[insert time]. Please come and help us celebrate the completion of this project.
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