
A day in the life of The Priory 
 
The Priory in Worthing, West Sussex cares for 42 older people with dementia 
and it is a place that they really can call óhomeô. 
 

 
 
A recent Panorama programme highlighted the parlous state of care meted out to many 
vulnerable, elderly people. Neglect of the elderly is systemic, and today, itôs also widely 
reported. But while Panorama ï and a hot-off-the-press report from Help the Aged/Age 
Concern - may result in discomfort in high places, theyôre unlikely to lead to real 
change. 
 
ñThe challenges of old age are something most of us would rather forgetò says Allena 
Edwards, Manager of the Worthing óPrioryô. ñBut as we all know, people are living 
longer, increasing numbers of old people need support, dementia is increasing and 
societyôs resources are limited. Right now, nothing positive is happening. In fact, quite 
the opposite.ò 
 
On April 9th, the Local Government Association reported that social services 
departments across England are beginning to see shortages of places in privately-run 
care homes for older and disabled people. More and more proprietors are closing their 
businesses as recession bites harder. 
 
Panorama highlighted the example of a council in which home care for the elderly was 
contracted out to the lowest bidder, via an internet óauctionô. The message is clear. 
Times are tough and can only get worse .Old people are not a priority and itôs 
unrealistic to try and look after them properly and balance t he books.  



 
For People, Not for Profit. 
 
Allena Edwards at The Priory would argue differently. ñWeôre a not-for-profit -homeò she 
says. ñNo one is going to get rich working here. But in our part of Worthing, weôre a 
major employer and we operate as a business. We contribute to the local economy. We 
offer specialised care to people with dementia that is totally different from anything 
available, anywhere elseé it is our belief that the most vulnerable people are entitled to 
a decent quality of life. Donôt tell me that our ócivilisedô society canôt afford it. It must 
and it can be done.ò 
 
The Priory is a residential care and nursing home, exclusively for people with dementia. 
While on the outside it looks like many other care homes, its attitude to those who li ve 
here is unexpected. Real life begins at the end of the drive that leads away from the 
home, and people are encouraged to engage with the outside world as much as they 
are capable, and as much as they wish. 
 

 
 
óPeterô is 90 years old and has advanced dementia. Yet, like virtually all of the other 
residents of The Priory, he makes good use of his bus pass, travelling into town to have 
a look around the charity shops, to have a pint at the pub or feed the ducks in the park.  
 
Every journey has to be accompanied as none of the residents can go out alone. With 
the home facing staffing pressures like most others, how does it provide the one -to-one 



care necessary? ñWe just go with itò says Allena Edwards. ñThe thing is, everyone who 
works at The Priory is formally trained to support the people who live here. All our staff, 
from cleaners to domestics, from chefs to carersétheyôre trained in everything from 
health and safety to food hygiene, from coping with challenging behaviour to t he 
manual handling of older people ï should anyone need lifting if they canôt get out of a 
chair, for instance. And everyone is trained in first aid. There are 50 staff here. Thatôs a 
large pool of confident, capable people to help our residents with whate ver they want. 
We really are a team. The mentality that says óthatôs not my jobô doesnôt belong at The 
Priory.ò 
 
Real World Activities  
 
One lady who lives at the home likes to ride a horse. Another who was frustrated by 
her increasing deafness has recently been to college to learn to lip read. Some residents 
attend social clubs. There are visits to a local hairdresser and trips out for coffee or to 
buy new clothes. Even those with advanced dementia are supported to keep in contact 
with the órealô world.  
 

 
No one here is medicated for the convenience of staff or expected to sit placidly in front 
of daytime TV. Pets are welcome to live at the Priory with their owners. There is  
variety, music and getting the beers in when thereôs a good football match on TV. 
 
ñWeôre not keen on the usual activities for older peopleò observes Julie Rowe, deputy 
manager. ñWe donôt have bingo or arts and crafts classes. Art here is more about 



individual expression. Some of our people are keen on gardening and many have 
newspapers and magazines delivered, from the óSunô to the óTelegraphô. Not one of our 
ladies takes óWomanôs Weeklyô or óThe Peopleôs Friendô. They seem to prefer óHelloô and 
óOKô. A bit of glamour and gossip.ò 
 
Inevitably, though, there is distress and lonelines s. 
 
Some people just want to go home, though by óhomeô they often mean their childhood 
home. All recollection of a elderly personôs husband, wife or children can disappear in 
the longing for óhomeô. One lady spends hours talking in the mirror to her mother, 
unable to understand that the person looking back at her is herself.  
 
For some people with dementia, not being able to find the right words or complete a 
sentence causes great frustration and sometimes, the staff find it best  to ósearchô for 
words themselves. ñYou know that vegetableéthe orange oneélongégreen at the 
topéthatôs itécarrot!ò 
 
ñThere are ways of helping to reduce distress and defuse angerò says Allena. ñIf 
someone hasnôt made it to the toilet, for example, I prefer to gently suggest that 
theyôve sat in a wet chair and wouldnôt it be more pleasant to moveéto freshen up...? 
Whatôs the point of saying óYouôve wet yourself!ô No one would do that if they could 
help it.ò 
 
A resident begins to shout and is clearly agitated. A carer crouches down beside her 
chair and holds her hand. ñShhhò she whispers quietly, soothingly. ñYou donôt want to 
wake that babyéthe one who lives down the roadéò 
 
Insomnia is a real problem for some. Staff understand this and the night team are used 
to nocturnal visits from those who canôt sleep. Sometimes, residents might want to stop 
for a chat or a cup of tea before being taken gently back to bed. Occasionally, someone 
feels peckish and a staff member will cook, tucking them back into their own bed to 
hopefully drift off t o sleep, full of eggs and bacon. 
 
Thereôs an upstairs kitchen at The Priory where those residents who like to cook for 
themselves can make meals for their friends and families. Staff will help if invited. And if 
someone wants to do their own washing at 3a.m., they can. Staff visit througho ut the 
night to ensure that all is well.  
 
The Priory exists to make peopleôs lives as fulfilling as possible, despite their dementia. 
The home is shaped around the needs of those who live here and as a result, there are 
no set daily routines or regimes and each day is different from the last.  
 
People take baths or showers whenever they feel like it. They stay in bed till lunchtime 
if the mood takes them. There are no fixed times for anything, even meals.  



 
ñWe donôt work to a regular timetable or rota of activitiesò says Lesley, the Prioryôs full 
time nurse. ñIf youôre really listening to what people want, it would be impossible for 
the home to be regimented. We go with the flow, and itôs ever changing. For instance, 
many of our residents want their main meal  at lunchtime, while some prefer to eat in 
the evening. Some people with dementia have trouble chewing and swallowing. They 
may have to be helped. We donôt rush anyone. If a meal takes two hours, so be it.ò 
 
ñItôs not about us, itôs about themò says Julie Rowe. ñOlder people with dementia still 
need to feel relevant and useful. If youôre old and you donôt feel you have anything to 
contribute to the world, youôre bound to despair. One of our elderly gentlemen, who 
used to be managing director of a large company, likes to re-arrange the papers on my 
desk. For him, a working woman in an office must be a secretary, so when he drops 
into my office he becomes the boss.ò 
 
Subtle techniques of persuasion are used to bring people out of themselves. ñPlease will 
you come and feed the cat?ò Allena asks an old man who she feels is unusually 
subdued. ñThe cat is hungryé.and I just donôt have the time. Will you help me?ò 
 
Support for the Whole Family, a Home from Home. 
 
Itôs usually a crisis that brings someone to The Priory. Family members reach a point 
where they can no longer cope. And while the physical, day to day demands of caring 
for their relative with dementia may be taken on by others, many husbands and wives, 
children and grandchildren continue to suffer, struggling to accept that the person they 
love may no longer recognise theméor themselves be recognisable as the person they 
once were. 
 
Dementia can turn kind and calm individuals into angry human beings. It c an transform 
unpleasant and dominant characters into happy and compliant ones. Many families find 
the changes in their relative too hurtful, too confusing and too much to bear. The Priory 
staff believe itôs their job to support relatives as much as the person with dementia and 
they keep in regular contact with those who welcome it. Many relatives themselves are 
old and frail, struggling to cope with their own ill health and distress.  
 
A recent advertisement for dementia care lies on the desk at The Priory. The finest care 
is promised, with individual attention, but the ad looks bland.  
  
ñThis home is individual, all rightò smiles Allena. ñPeople arrive with their favourite bits 
from homeéall kinds of things. We try our best to make them feel better about coming 
here.  If someone who moved in wanted their room to be painted purple, that would be 
fine. Itôs their room.  This is their home. There is no formal approach to décor or 
anything else. We make it bright, attractive, comfortable and clean, but thatôs as far as 
it goes. I have a great mistrust of care homes that present a slick and corporate image 



to the public. All smiley óseniorsô posing for the camera. It begs the question, whose 
home is it, really? ò 
 
Staff here get to know all their residents and their families. Itôs what Nurse Lesley 
enjoys most of all. ñPeople here are individuals and Iôm supported in giving them 
individual care. And when a person's life is drawing to a close, ñwe make it as good as 
possibleò she says. ñWe feel privileged to be involved in caring for someone at the end 
of their life and we do everything we can to support them and  their family. Itôs tough 
for us, too. We know the people who live with us so wellébut we get through it as we 
do everything else. At The Priory, weôre all in this together.ò  
 

 
 
 

 

Home Sweet Home 


