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LONG TERM CARE FACILITIES 
ISSUE: 
 
The fire service and physical plant personnel have become concerned with the introduction of 
features and contents in the move to what is described as “Gentlecare” in some long term care 
facilities. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The “Gentlecare” concept promotes the idea of making long term care facilities more residential in 
appearance.  Some examples of changes made to such facilities that effect the life safety of 
building occupants are: decorative materials, artwork, draperies, and, lace table cloths not treated 
to reduce flame spread; antique dressers, plant stands, bookshelves, and aquariums that may 
restrict or impede exiting from the building.  In addition exits and corridors have been decorated 
with murals that have camouflaged exits and means of egress.   
 
Although generally in support for the move to gentlecare the fire service and physical plant 
personnel believe this move must be tempered with the reality of fire and emergency situations.  
For example, corridors channel the flow of essential equipment and services to supply the needs of 
the units and individual patients/residents.  Besides being the arteries of everyday operations they 
are designed as a means of egress in the event of a fire or other emergency.  During a fire incident 
patients/residents may have to be moved and emergency response personnel have to gain access.  
This can be best achieved in corridors that have not been obstructed by the introduction of items or 
furniture that impede egress or decorations that may spread fire. 
 
Following is a brief description of some features used in building design, construction and 
alteration: 
 
Fire spread and flame spread rating.  Materials attached to walls and ceilings can contribute to 
the spread of fire.  For example, materials involved in a number of entertainment facility fires led 
to the death or injury of occupants some distance from the seat of the fire.  To reduce or eliminate 
this problem materials are subjected to tests to determine if the rate of flame spread across the 
material is acceptable.  Materials with a high flame spread rating are not be permitted in certain 
areas of buildings. 
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Examples of materials that can contribute to an increase in flame spread include artwork, hobby 
material, drapes, valances, corkboard, and flock wallpaper. 
 
Means of egress is a safe, continuous and unobstructed path of travel out of the building.  This 
includes exit access, exits, and exit discharge.  A number of factors are considered during the 
design of exiting including type, width, number, location; lighting and identification.  Although 
not a Code requirement for corridors, one example of a means of egress component is a handrail.  
Handrails are used to support and guide individuals along corridors and become ineffective if 
obstructed by an item of furniture. 
 
The introduction of displays, exhibits, furniture, aquariums, floor mats, carpeting, etc. that could 
impede occupant evacuation and response efforts if the building was involved in an emergency 
situation. 
 
It should also be noted that these facilities are required to be barrier-free.  This means that a 
building and its facilities can be approached, entered and used by persons with physical, mental 
or sensory disabilities.  The introduction of certain articles in the access path could inhibit the 
use of the building by individuals with disabilities. 
 
Smoke control.  A number of measures are incorporated into the construction of a building to 
restrict the flow of smoke, heat, and contaminants from one area to another.  One major 
component of smoke control is the closing of smoke control doors by self closing devices.  This 
smoke control measure is often overridden by the placement of furniture or the wedging open of 
doors with wooden wedges, equipment, etc. - this practice should not be encouraged.  If it is 
considered appropriate for a smoke control or fire-protection rated door to remain normally in 
the open position for access or ventilation the door can be fitted with an electro magnetic device 
which will release upon activation of the fire alarm system and allow the door to close and latch. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Combustible materials, such as artwork and hobby material attached to walls and ceilings in a 
means of egress may not exceed 20% of a wall or ceiling surface unless the materials have been 
tested to CAN/ULC-S102-M88, “Standard Method of Tests for Surface Burning Characteristics 
of Building Materials and Assemblies”, and the flame-spread rating does not exceed that 
required for the interior finish of the space in which they are located.  These materials should not 
be permitted to cover or obscure fire safety equipment such as fire extinguishers, fire alarm pull 
stations, detectors, exit signs, etc. 
 
Items of furniture or displays that could impede individuals entering or exiting the building 
should be located in alcoves, “theme rooms” or areas of the building not deemed to be a means 
of egress.  Drapes, curtains and other decorative materials including textiles and films used in 
buildings shall conform to CAN/ULC-S109-M, "Flame Tests of Flame-Resistant Fabrics and 
Films." 
 
Where long-term care facilities adopt the gentlecare approach it is recommended that operators 
involve the fire service and physical plant personnel in assessing and ensuring that occupant life 
safety is not negatively affected. 
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