
 

YOU ARE HERE:  HEALTHCARE  REHABILITATION  ELIM REHABILITATION AND CARE CENTER: COOL, CALM, COLLECTED CARE

Tim Hager, campus

administrator

Elim Rehabilitation and Care Center: Cool, Calm,
Collected Care

A little more than a year ago, Elim Rehabilitation and Care Center,

along with all the residents of Fargo, ND, faced the biggest flood crest for the region in years,

and weeks earlier than expected. Tim Hager, campus administrator, and his team had just a

few days to prepare to evacuate the organization’s assisted living and nursing home residents

to higher ground.

“Our buildings are at 39 feet above the river, and they were predicting a crest of about 42 feet. If

the dikes along the river didn’t hold, everything would be under water,” said Hager in an article

in the Lutheran Journal from last March. “We had to switch from planning for another banner

year for Elim to planning for what would happen if we lost Elim.”

The official evacuation order came during the evening of Wednesday, March 25, with an offer for Elim to relocate

some of their residents to a recently closed down nursing home in Steele, ND, about 150 miles west.

All Elim employees were informed of the notice before a company-wide meeting the following morning; most

came to work with bags packed and were eager to volunteer to make the trip to Steele with 50 residents. Hager

said he was overwhelmed by support from the staff.

“Within 24 hours of the evacuation notice, we had a fully

functioning nursing home ready to go,” Hager said in the

article. He added that many employees’ homes were

also threatened, “but our team was calm, cool, and

collected in the face of enormous challenges; I couldn’t

have been prouder.”

Better than emergency planning

Hager said the most valuable lesson Elim learned from

this experience was that no level of emergency planning

could have resulted in the same success. That was due

to a culture of appreciation, empowerment, and

teamwork that he and his team have been cultivating at

Elim for many years as a result of its adherence to the

Eden Alternative philosophy of care. 

The Eden Alternative model of care is dedicated to eliminating the plagues of loneliness, helplessness, and

boredom of elders in long-term care settings through the integration of alternative therapies, like music, art, and

pet therapy, into medical treatment. As part of this philosophy, Elim has a childcare center in its main building and,

when appropriate, runs joint activity sessions with the children and residents.

Perhaps more importantly, Elim, as part of its journey in the Eden Alternative culture change, redesigned its

management structure several years ago to put the residents first.

“During orientation, I explain to our new hires that I’m on the bottom of an upside-down triangle: I’m an important

member of the team, but not the most important member. It’s my job to support the managers who in turn support

our front line staff members in their work to care for our residents,” he explained. “It’s always easier to issue orders

from the top down, but this structure requires that we talk things through and reach consensus.”

When the flood came, he said, the Elim team was already focused on taking care of the residents first and simply

stepped up its game in the face of an emergency. Hager said a chaplain who came to Steele to comfort and

reassure residents told Hager he wasn’t needed; the residents were completely confident and comfortable in their
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temporary home.

Rise to the occasion

Hager said Elim isn’t finished with its journey toward Eden and has plans to adopt a cutting-edge model of care in

the next few years. The organization is still waiting on financing, but it plans to renovate and transform the building

into seven neighborhoods of 20 residents, each with assigned caregivers, housekeeping staff, and activity staff

that will share tasks. 

“All our activity staff members are trained nurse’s aides, and we’ll be training our housekeeping staff as well,”

Hager said. “The idea is that these neighborhoods act as families. If something needs to be done, anyone can

step up and take care of the resident’s need.”

The organization will also switch to a new management system: any member of a neighborhood team, from

nurses to housekeepers, can be appointed manager of that neighborhood. Although there is potential for failure in

switching to this new model, and Hager said he and his team will be ready to help if necessary, they plan to keep

far enough back to let the teams work out solutions on their own.

During Elim’s temporary relocation, the teams tried this model out of necessity. According to Hager, everyone

loved it.

“Some nurses told me they were sad to go back to the old way of doing things when we came back to Elim after

the flood,” he said. “We’re currently running a more formal test of the culture change in our special dementia care

unit, where we’re gauging what the residents and family members think, but I anticipate a successful,

organization-wide transition in the next year or so.”

He said the nursing home industry is changing, with more residents having greater medical acuity. The changes

Elim has already put in play, and those it plans to implement, will help it not only cope with fluctuations in the

industry but also position it as a leader for others to follow.

“Any nursing or short-term care facility out there with concerns about emergency planning or dealing with the

changes coming to healthcare can learn from our experience: with a well-functioning, appreciated, and

empowered staff and a focus on residents first, any organization can rise to any occasion,” he said.
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