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Home care in Denmark 
Slim Allagui 

Even when they enioy good health, old people often need help in their daily activities. 

The alarm clock goes off at half
past five in the apartment of 
Stine Nielsen, a 25-year-old 

home nurse, in Frederiksberg, out
side Copenhagen. She prepares 
breakfast for her six-year-old son 
Peter, and a sandwich for him to take 
to the kindergarten. One hour later 
she gets on her bicycle, leaving her 
husband Jan, a biologist, to feed and 
dress the child. 

Stine starts work at seven o'clock 
in the communal centre for home 
care in Frederiksberg. The centre 
has 90 nurses, 41 auxiliary nurses 
and 552 house cleaners to look after 
some 5000 old-age pensioners, who 
are for the most part in good health 
but have to be watched in case they 
need help in their daily activities. In 
her office, Stine organizes her work
ing day between 7 and 8 a.m. "I 
make between 10-15 home visits 
each day so they have to be planned 

almost by stopwatch- efficiently but 
without forgetting the vital human 
aspect, so that the pensioners don ' t 
get the impression they are being 
visited by some pre-programmed 
robot." 

She goes on: "There are two 
categories of pensioners, those who 
are basically well but need help 
every day - to take their medicines, 
to remind them that it is important to 
eat and drink, and so on; and the 
others who are sick, but have either 
family care or are not so disabled 
that they need to be in hospital or 
have to end their days in a rest home." 

The home nurse, a century-old 
institution (in fact 101 years old) 
in Frederiksberg which was origi
nally administered by a group of 
nuns, is the key person in Denmark's 
policy for the elderly. That policy 
rests on a simple philosophy: "To let 
the elderly live as long as possible in 

The home nurse is the key 
personality in Denmark's 
policy for the elderly. 

their own environment, because they 
feel better there and the cost is much 
lower for the community which is 
financially responsible for them." 

Stine and her colleagues are the 
ones who decide whether the pen
sioners can continue living in this 
"more human" manner, or if they 
should consider going to a rest home 
where residents are mostly aged over 
80 and have greater need of care. 
Frederiksberg has 6503 such old 
folk; 163 of them are over 100 -
mostly women. 

On her bicycle, with her nurse 's 
bag on the luggage-rack, Stine sets 
off on her first visit- to the Tenberg 
couple, childless and in their eight
ies, living in an attractive three-room 
flat beside the royal park of 
Frederiksberg. 

The husband, Arne, opens the 
door with a welcoming smile for 
Stine- the only contact he has with 
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the outside world. "How is Ada?" 
she asks. "Not too bad," he replies. 
"But she is complaining and I can't 
find out why, perhaps because she 
has to go to the dentist tomorrow and 
she hates that." His wife Ada, 
totally paralysed for the past four 
years, sits in an electric wheelchair 
and contemplates the flowering trees 
in the park. Stine tenderly takes her 
hand. "Don't be afraid, Stine is 
here," says Arne to reassure her. 
Ada has difficulty pronouncing 
words intelligibly. 

For four years, Arne has been a 
reluctant prisoner in this apartment. 
"When Ada first got ill, I thought I 
would be able to manage on my 
own, but then her condition wors
ened. They suggested putting her in 
an old pensioners' home but Ire
fused; you can't put away someone 
with whom you have spent 55 years 
of your life," he confides, stroking 
Ada's newly washed grey hair. 

'The Tenberg family gets three 
visits a day from the nurse and 
auxiliary nurses"; says Stine; "one in 
the morning, one in the afternoon 
and one in the evening, to help Ada 
to take a bath, watch over her health, 
dress her and put her to bed." 

A house-cleaner paid for by the 
commune comes twice a week for 
two hours to clean up. "That's the 
only time off that I get," says Arne, 
who is getting ready to run some 
errands, pay bills at the post office 
and do some business at the bank. 
Three times a week the couple 
receive some frozen foods . "The 
rest of the time I prefer to do the 
cooking myself, because Ada loves 
the tasty little dishes that she used to 
make." With every sign of apprecia
tion, he adds, "The home nursing 
system is the only thing that helps us 
to stay together." 

In the house, the commune has 
provided the couple with three 
wheelchairs, an electrically-operated 
bed, a bathroom specially equipped 
for the handicapped, and a little 
electric lift near the staircase for 
their rare trips into the town -for 
blood tests at the hospital or to the 
dentist. In the evening, the nurses 
exchange their bicycles for the seven 
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For the old couple confronted with disease, the visiting nurse is part of the family 

red service cars, each with a tele
phone linked to the ambulance 
services. "There are people with 
cancer, people with AIDS, people 
seriously ill, who would rather die at 
home and who have to be watched 
24 hours out of 24," explains Mie 
Mogensen, one of the two people in 
charge of the Frederiksberg home
care centre. With 27% of people 
aged over 67 in a district of 86 000 
inhabitants, the home nurses are kept 
busy working in three shifts right 
round the clock. 

who would become part of the 
family and of their everyday life. 
We may have to re-model our sys
tem to respond better to the needs of 
the next generation of the elderly. 
But the system we have now, for all 
its drawbacks, is the best we have 
found so far. " • 

"As people are living longer, 
there is going to be more and more 
need for home care," she forecasts, 
adding, "the present system func
tions well, even if certain patients 
sometimes grumble that they see too 
many different faces of the staff and 
would prefer to get to know just one 

Mr Slim Allagui is a ;ournalist with Agence 
France-Presse. His address is Mikkel 
Bryggersgade 5, 1460 Copenhagen, 
Denmark. 
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