
An unexpected eden 
AlternAtive journey

In December 2012, Cathy Meyer and 
I were privileged to visit four homes 
in the South Island of New Zealand 
for their first ever Eden Registry visit 
for Eden Principles 2 and 10.  

Three of the homes are a part of a 
group from Presbyterian Support 
South Canterbury (PSSC) in South 
Canterbury. The fourth home is 
Archer Village in Christchurch.

PSSC commenced their Eden 
journey late 2010 with six Managers 
attending an open Eden Alternative 
Certified Associate course in 
Auckland New Zealand.  Armed with 
new knowledge they confirmed 
with their CEO, Michael Parker, that 
the Eden Alternative was the right 
philosophy of resident directed care 
for their organisation.  
Training 90 staff is a massive 
investment and the results are 
paying off. 

Archer Village commenced their 
Eden journey in July 2010. Graeme 
Mitchell was keen to take the 
message back to his organisation.  

As we are often heard to say, “shift 
happens” and there’s nothing like an 
earthquake to really sort out your 
team, residents and families and the 

culture of your home. We were able 
to provide certified Eden Associate 
training, in between the impacts of 
major earthquakes, to 40 staff for 
Archer Village in late 2010.

So what did we see?

Day 1 (Monday), we visited The 
Croft, located in Timaru.  The Croft is 
a small home with a mixture of low 
care, high care and residents living 
with memory loss.  Our greeting by 
Kathryn Robinson was warm and 
enthusiastic....she’d just come back 
from annual leave so was feeling 
quite relaxed about our visit.

Our tour around the home showed 
us the changes that had been 
made to date including the naming 
of corridors by the residents, the 
reworking of large lounge spaces 
into smaller living and dining areas 
and new gardens established by 
and for residents.

It was 9.30am and we were standing 
next to a small lounge  space that 
had many residents still eating 
breakfast from a buffet.  The usual 
scenario for residential aged care 
is that breakfast is served between 
7.00-8.00am or 8.30am, if you’re 
lucky, and then everyone is overly 
encouraged to ‘move on’. 

This new initiative has had a 
significant impact on the culture 
change that is occurring at all PSSC 
homes and it is evident to everyone 
that the changes are more than 

superficial.  This scenario was so 
different from our previous visit 
12 months prior when the space 
was under utilised and lacking any 
visible ‘life’.  
As De Witt Jones tells us, “there is 
more than one right answer.”

In the evening we met with the 
PSSC Board for Christmas drinks.   
We recommend that the whole of 
organisation needs to be involved 
with the Eden Alternative and not 
just the staff.  The PSSC  Board is 
very supportive and committed to 
the Eden Alternative. Indeed, one 
of their board members is an Eden 
Associate.  

Their organisational tree has been 
reviewed and the new look is 
empowering people to determine 
where they sit in the home.  It’s fluid 
and ever changing.

Other observations included:
1. Staff tasks board has gone. This
used to dominate the task/time 
paradigm and the medical model 
reigned supreme.
2. Staff report that they are more 
relaxed and have more time!
3. Residents are reading the paper 
at the dining table after breakfast...
just like you would at home
4. Children from the local primary 
school are encouraged to visit 
with new relationships established 
between residents and the children.
5. Households have been 
established within the existing 
built environment.  Spaces are 
being redefined and multi-use is 
occurring.
6. Corridors have been named by 
the residents including one which 
read ‘which way’.
7. Volunteers are assisting residents 
who need more support when 
eating.  
8. Smaller tea pots are provided for 
residents to pour their own



Day 2 to Margaret Wilson Home in 
Timaru.  
The residents living here are a 
mixture in age and ability.  There 
is a group of younger adults with 
disability who form a part of the 
community.  The built environment 
is moving to a household model 
and slowly evolving. 
 

The main element here is animals. 
Jenny Purdon (Manager) told us 
that she had a cat “issue” with 1 
dominant cat and 2 other less 
dominant cats requiring some form 
of psychological intervention to 
create a harmonised environment 
for all. 

There had been a change in the 
management structure at this 
home in September.  Jenny as the 
new facility Manager created a 5 
question Eden Alternative quiz for 
all Eden Associate staff to complete.  

• Was there any frost? 
• Where the staff were on their 

own Eden journey?
• What had been retained from 

the Eden Associate training?

Two of the questions and the 
responses from staff gave insight 
into how the culture of care was 
changing:

1. Describe 3 Eden changes which 
have occurred in the Home where 
you work (in the last year)

i. More animal and child friendly

ii. A toy centre for visiting children

iii. Memory box with photos and 
funeral sheets

iv. Choices around breakfast

v. Residents setting the tables for 
housie (Bingo)

vi. Enabling residents to assist  each 
other

vii. Recognising residents who have 
passed away

What is one thing you do differently 
since our Eden journey began?
i. Giving more choices to residents

ii. Asking for input from Elders and 
young Elders

iii. Changing the way I talk to 
residents

iv. Changing my language.  What we 
used to say and what we say now!

v. Spending more time with 
residents

vi. Valuing them as a person not just 
a ‘resident’ 

vii. Recognising it is a privilege to 
work in their home.

The gardens at Margaret Wilson 
are beautifully maintained and 
the assistant to the gardener is a 
resident.  The younger residents 
in Hornsbie House have their own 
vegetable garden...any produce 
grown is eaten as a part of the meal.

Residents are involved in everyday 
living events especially the 
setting of the dining room tables, 
vacuuming., housekeeping in 
general.’

Day 3  off to Wallingford Home in 
Temuka. This home was a former 
maternity hospital and is now 
a long term care home for 30 
residents.  Many residents were also 
born at this facility which certainly 
confirmed the ‘circle of life’!!!
On our arrival at the door we were 
greeted with a number of small 
seedlings of marigolds available for 
sale at the front door.  These had 
been potted and planted with love 
by the gardening club.  

At the entry, just inside the door 
are a number of bright fluoro safety 
vests.  This new initiative came from 
a resident’s suggestion that safety 
vests would increase residents’ 
safety whilst out and about. People 
would see them more easily.

Within the foyer, a welcome 
blackboard announces all new 
visitors and residents names when 
they first arrive at Wallingford. 
Raewyn Mehtrens (Manager) 
introduced this initiative as a part 
of her 30 day goal for the certified 
Eden Associate training.

The focus on this home is strongly 
on gardening, with an emphasis 
on the produce bearing plants 



and growing of seedlings for 
fundraising.   Many residents are 
involved in the ongoing making 
of pickles, particularly the men 
living at Wallingford.  Their produce 
stall created much enjoyment and 
success at the annual fete and 
raised much needed revenue for 
future gardening projects. 

 The ‘spud in a bucket’ competition 
was in full swing with potatoes to 
be harvested in time for Christmas 
day.  The people with the most 
spuds grown in their buckets were 
prize winners. And the competition 
is fierce!!!

It is evident that residents are in 
control of their home with active 
engagement in the decisions made 
in this home.  There is a strong 
support and evidence of residents 
giving and receiving care. 

The buffet breakfast and lunch 
activities are creating a sense of 
family, with residents assisting other 
residents who are 
less able.

The Eden Alternative family/
community boards have residents 
and staff family photos with who is 
related to whom.  There’s even an 
ultrasound photo of a soon to be 
grandchild.  And the grandmother 
concerned is very excited.  

The board is a bit like your fridge 
door, only bigger!!!

Day 4 back to Christchurch and 
Archer Village which is located 
in an area that  has experienced 
ongoing earthquakes, but has 
been fortunate to not have too 
much damage occur as a result of 
the destructive powers that occurs 
during these events.  Their Eden 
journey has stalled at times...which 
is quite understandable.

The mantra for Archer is “living 
life, loving life” and it is evident 
that the residents do just that. Our 
welcome was from a group of three 
resident volunteers - Margaret, Edith 
and Dave. They were our guides 
around their home prior to anything 
relating to our Eden Registry visit 
could start.  We’d heard that this 
initiative from the management 
team occurred after their Eden 
Associate training in 2010.

You can’t hide behind false promises 
if the residents are the ones 
involved in your culture change.  
They will certainly tell you how it is, 
and they did!  

I’ve spoken to assessors who have 
also visited Archer and they were 
also suitably impressed with their 
greeting as well. We were blown 
away by experiencing this personal 
approach.

Living life is a significant part of 
the culture of this home.  Regular 
getaways are planned with many a 
jet boating story to be told; trips to 

Fiji; camping trips at the batch etc.
Jigsaw puzzles are quite popular 
with many residents protective 
of their space. One unintended 
consequence is that one of the 
resident cats is quite partial to 
eating the jigsaw pieces.  A most 
frustrating occurrence when you’re 
trying to finish the puzzle!!!

The introduction of regular BBQ’s 
had provided the men living at 
Archer the opportunity to cook and 
natter with other blokes including 
the accountant (also a bloke) whilst 
the sausages cook/char/burn!

The giving and receiving of care 
is seen in the dining room with 
residents assisting others with tying 
clothing protectors around them or 
discussing the menu available etc.

The dining room space is changing 
with a buffet breakfast option being 
introduced in January 2013.

Lessons Learned:

1. Training staff as Eden Associates 
with other Eden training along the 
way, including refresher courses is 
necessary

2. Applying for Eden Registry 
membership is a natural extension 
of the commitment to the Eden 
Alternative

3. Networking with other Edenising 
homes assists everyone to grow



4. Becoming a Master Gardener 
doesn’t happen by chance! 

Completing the Eden Culture 
Warmth Surveys, especially the 
Home Assessment Tool gives great 
insight into how the culture of each 
home is evolving and creates the 
opportunities for debate, discussion 
and planning for future growth 
amongst the team. 

5. Introducing a buffet breakfast 
option has meant a significant shift 
towards resident choice and care 
options.

6. Staff do have more time and staff 
retention is improved

7. If in doubt ASK the residents, 
client, community what they would 
like...we don’t have all the answers 
(fancy that!)

8. Residents are happier, more 
involved and empowered to speak 
up

9. Stories ARE powerful 
narratives for culture change. 
Collecting and sharing stories of the 
impact of the Eden Alternative in 
eliminating loneliness, helplessness 
and boredom should never be 
underestimated.

10. The sense of community and the 
creation of home is strong.  Wise 
leadership and the empowerment 

of staff and residents is easy to see.

11. Learning circles held at each 
home during our visits enable all 
residents to have a voice and assists 
in validating the changes that are 
occurring in each home.

Taking time to collect ALL the 
evidence is critical for tracking and 
celebrating the successes achieved 
through the Eden Alternative.

Each organisation has progressed 
amazingly on their Eden journey 
and the results are heart warming 
and outstanding.

The elimination of Loneliness, 
Helplessness and Boredom can 
be achieved when we engage  
everyone in the organisation and 
home. 

This new growth of the Eden 
Alternative in the South Island of 
New Zealand reconfirms that there 
is hope for change in the way we 
provide care to older people living 
in care environments.   

It’s one amazing journey for all of us 
involved in the Eden Alternative.
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