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ABSTRACT

The Problem: Most senior living communities have some form of a satisfaction survey, but often 
the results are not presented so that management understands which areas of their community 
need the most attention and what they should focus on to increase overall customer satisfaction. 

The Solution: Quality improvement surveys (aka satisfaction surveys) are vital in tracking and 
improving satisfaction among customers of age-qualified, service-enriched communities.

Key Findings: In this article, the authors show how one owner/operator significantly improved 
their satisfaction scores of virtually every property in their portfolio, in just one year’s time, 
by focusing on improving the areas that had the greatest impact on their residents’ overall 
satisfaction.
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INTRODUCTION

This article highlights the importance of using quality 
improvement (satisfaction) survey results to identify the 
areas or functions of an age-qualified, service-enriched 
community that have the greatest positive impact on 
a customers’ sense of satisfaction, quality of life, and 
feeling at home. We first present the survey results of a 
large, multicommunity owner/operator who significantly 
improved resident satisfaction in their communities in 
one year’s time. We then provide a case study of one of 
their properties to show overall results from their 2014 
survey, the steps they took to communicate the results 
to residents, the plan of action developed in order to 
improve, and the significant improvement in their survey 
results in 2015.

Measuring Customer Satisfaction

Customer satisfaction is a marketing term that represents 
a measure of how a product or service supplied by a 
company meets or surpasses a customer’s expectation. 
It has been a long-held belief among business owners 
that excellent customer satisfaction is something worth 
pursuing. Businesses exist to earn a profit by providing a 
product or service that customers need, and one way to 
ensure repeat business is to meet or surpass customer 
expectations (Farris, Bendle, Pfeifer, & Reibstein, 2010).  

Several studies have demonstrated that a satisfied 
customer is not enough. Customers who are very satisfied 
are significantly more likely to recommend a product or 
service to their friends and remain loyal to a company than 
those who are satisfied. In one of the pioneering studies 
on the subject, Xerox Corporation demonstrated that when 
satisfaction is ranked on a 1 to 5 scale, the 4s—though 
satisfied—are six times more likely to defect than the 5s. 
In other words, customers who are very satisfied are said 
to be very loyal, while those who are satisfied are easily 
lost. According to Jones and Sasser (1995), improving 

satisfaction is not simply a matter of doing more or better 
of the same; improvements in satisfaction occur when 
extraordinary services meet personal preferences, solve 
specific problems, and seem customized.

In an original study of customers of age-qualified 
communities, Wylde and colleagues (2009) demonstrated 
that satisfied customers will not recommend their 
community, but very satisfied customers will. Almost 
three-fourths of the very satisfied customers were willing 
to recommend the community to a friend, compared to 
just less than one-fifth of customers who were satisfied. 
Maintaining high occupancies and profitability in age-
qualified communities is dependent on a variety of factors, 
one major contributing factor being referrals by current 
residents. A customer who is willing to recommend his/

her community to friends is a critical component in 
generating leads and sales; thus, he/she directly impacts 
the success and profitability of the community.

Misuse of customer satisfaction data is a widespread 
problem across all marketing sectors and industries 
(Farris et al., 2010; Pacelli, 2011). Many organizations 
are highly concerned with customer satisfaction but are 
measuring “the wrong thing the wrong way and then 
doing the wrong things with the information” (Bradt, 
2015, para. 1). One of the simplest solutions is measuring 
satisfaction on actionable dimensions, across scientifically 
representative samples, and helping frontline managers 
implement effective changes using the results of those 
survey data.

This article addresses three steps for a successful 
quality improvement/customer satisfaction program:  1) 
measuring actionable dimensions; 2) using a scientifically 
representative sample with concern for non-response 
bias; and 3) identifying and improving the service areas 
and functions that have the greatest impact on overall 

________________________________________________

Customers who are very satisfied are significantly
more likely to recommend a product or service to

their friends and remain loyal to a company
than those who are satisfied.

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

One of the simplest solutions is measuring
satisfaction on actionable dimensions, across 

scientifically representative samples, and helping 
frontline managers implement effective changes

using the results of those survey data.
________________________________________________
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resident satisfaction. We document significant quality 
improvement across a portfolio of 167 properties, and 
highlight the survey results of one community and the 
changes its management implemented to increase overall 
resident satisfaction.

METHOD

Overview of the Survey

For the past two years, Chartwell Retirement Residences 
has engaged ProMatura Group to conduct, analyze, and 
report the findings from quality improvement surveys 
conducted across their 167 age-qualified, service-
enriched communities. The survey is conducted annually, 
on paper, with residents of their independent living and 
long-term care residences. For the purposes of this article, 
the authors focus on the independent living residences 
since they represent 84% of Chartwell’s portfolio.

The independent living survey instrument queried 
residents on various services provided by the community 
(housekeeping, maintenance, dining, care, etc.), their 
overall satisfaction with their community, and their 
demographics (age, gender, etc.). The survey provided 
space for the residents to record comments and 
suggestions for each service area and for the community 
overall. Residents answered the questions relating to 
the service areas using a five-point improvement scale: 
needs no improvement, needs minimal improvement, 
needs some improvement, needs much improvement, 
and needs extensive improvement (Exhibit 1). The 
questions addressing overall satisfaction were on either a 
five-point agreement scale (strongly agree, agree, neutral, 
disagree, or strongly disagree) or a five-point satisfaction 
scale (very satisfied, satisfied, neutral, dissatisfied, or very 
dissatisfied). 

Service Areas Addressed
Reception
Housekeeping
Maintenance
General manager
Dining
Fitness
Spiritual
Social
Education
Day trips
Care staff
Overall Satisfaction Areas Addressed
I have made friends here.
The staff is friendly.
I feel safe and secure here.
I feel “at home.”
This community appears to run smoothly.
I am willing to recommend this community.
This community offers me good value.
The staff is competent to do their job.

My quality of life here

The quality of services here

Exhibit 1. Service Areas and Overall Satisfaction Questions in Independent Living Survey.

Scale Used

IMPROVEMENT SCALE:
Needs No Improvement

Needs Minimal Improvement
Needs Some Improvement
Needs Much Improvement

Needs Extensive Improvement

Scale Used

AGREEMENT SCALE:
Strongly Agree

Agree
Neutral
Disagree

Strongly Disagree

SATISFACTION SCALE:
Very Satisfied

Satisfied
Neutral

Dissatisfied
Very Dissatisfied
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Survey Participation

A total 12,192 independent living residents representing 
139 communities completed a survey in 2014, and 
12,264 independent living residents representing 141 
communities participated in 2015. Each year the response 
rate was around 70%, yielding a margin of error of less 
than .5% on the survey results for each year (Exhibit 2). 
This means that any difference in results between 2014 
and 2015 of more than 1% is statistically significant and 
not the result of chance alone.

Each year, Chartwell distributed, collected, and shipped 
the completed surveys to the offices of ProMatura Group. 
In order to minimize non-response bias, Chartwell’s onsite 
team of executive directors and frontline staff sought to 
attain 100% participation by continually encouraging 
residents to complete their surveys and reinforcing the 
importance of voicing their opinions. 

ProMatura scanned the completed surveys, keyed the 
residents’ written comments verbatim, analyzed the data, 
and provided a written report for each residence. The 
report included the community’s scores for each service 
area, their scores for overall satisfaction, and an analysis 
showing the areas of the community that were having the 
greatest impact on overall resident satisfaction.

Statistical Tests for Significant Differences

The statistical analyses performed to determine if there 
was a significant difference in survey results by year were 
analysis of variance and chi-square tests of independence. 
The p values shown in this article indicate the significance 
levels or measures of confidence in the survey results 

being true and not a result of chance. A p value of .05 is 
said to be “statistically significant,” while a p value of .000 
is (statistically) “highly significant.”

RESULTS

Corporate Survey Results 

Comparison of Results from 2014 and 2015

Chartwell’s independent living portfolio of properties 
received significantly higher satisfaction scores in 2015 
than in 2014 (Exhibit 3). The top box score for overall 
satisfaction, which is the average of the results of the 10 
overall satisfaction questions listed in Exhibit 1, increased 
from 48.2% to 53.6%, while the top box score for service 
areas (average of service area questions in Exhibit 1), 
increased from 68.0% to 71.5%. 
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Exhibit 3. Percent of IL Residents Very Satisfied with 
Their Community Overall and the Service Areas by Year
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Number of communities

Independent living surveys distributed

Independent living surveys returned

Response rate

Margin of error for results

Exhibit 2. IL Surveys Distributed, Surveys Returned, and Response Rate Among all Chartwell Residences.

2015

141

17,615

12,264

69.6%

+/- .49%

2014

139

17,132

12,192

71.2%

+/- .48%
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Top Box Scores
Top box scores represent the proportion of respondents 
who rated a service area or attribute of their community 
as a 5 out of 5. They gave the service area or attribute the 
highest or “best” rating possible. The top box scores for all 

overall satisfaction survey items (Exhibit 4) and all service 
area measures (Exhibit 5) also increased. Of note, the 
survey items assessing satisfaction with quality of services 
and satisfaction with quality of life increased considerably—
more than 10 percentage points—over one year’s time. 

Quality of services

Quality of life

The community is a good value.

The community runs smoothly.

I feel at home.

I’m willing to recommend this community.

I have made friends.

Staff is competent.

Staff is friendly.

I feel safe and secure.

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Exhibit 4. Overall Satisfaction Areas Change in the Percentage of Independent Living Residents
Very Satisfied From 2014 to 2015.

Percentage Change in
Top Box Score
(2014 to 2015)

+10.2%***

+10.1%***

+5.7%***

+5.9%**

+4.5%**

+5.0%**

+3.7%**

+4.2%*

+2.7%

+2.1%

Fitness

Dining

Housekeeping

Social

General manager

Education

Spiritual

Day trips

Reception

Care staff

Maintenance

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Exhibit 5. Service Areas Change in the Percentage of Independent Living Residents Very Satisfied From 2014 to 2015.

Percentage Change in
Top Box Score
(2014 to 2015)

+5.4%***

+4.8%***

+3.4%**

+4.5%**

+3.6%*

+4.8%*

+3.2%

+3.4%

+1.8%

+1.5%

+1.1%
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Survey Results from a Northern Ontario 
Community

An Assessment of One of the Top Performing 
Communities

Given the vast improvement in the survey results of 
Chartwell’s portfolio, the authors decided to dig deeper 
into the results for one of their communities with the 
highest level of improvement from 2014 to 2015. Primarily, 
the authors wanted to learn how the community’s 
management used their survey results from the first year 
to improve so significantly.

Located in Northern Ontario, Canada, this community 
includes 102 independent living residences in a multistory 
building and seven townhomes. The property offers dining 
services, transportation services, social, educational, 
cultural and recreational opportunities, and supportive 
care services. The property opened in 2006 and at the 
time of the 2015 survey was 91% occupied.

Survey Response

In 2014, 92 surveys were distributed to independent living 
residents in the Northern Ontario Community, and 86 were 
completed and returned to ProMatura for data analysis 
and reporting. In 2015, 96 surveys were distributed and 
85 were returned. Margins of error were +/-2.7% and +/- 
3.6% for 2014 and 2015, respectively (Exhibit 6).

Drivers of Overall Quality

One of the focal points of each participating community’s 
report of survey results was an analysis that showed what 
areas of their community were driving the residents’ overall 

sense of quality. Community executives and frontline 
personnel at each community were instructed to focus 
their efforts on making improvements in these primary 
driver areas, unique to their individual community, and 
that any improvements in these areas should positively 
impact their residents’ sense of overall quality.

Multiple linear regression analyses were used to determine 
the relationship of overall quality with specific attributes 
and service areas at each community. For the present 
case study property, the results showed that competency 
of the staff at their community (38%) was the strongest 
predictor of independent living customers’ overall sense 
of quality, followed by whether the community runs 
smoothly (23%), friendliness of the staff (15%), their 
sense of feeling “at home” (11%), and the quality of 
social activities (7%)  (Exhibit 7). 

Independent living surveys distributed

Independent living surveys returned

Response rate

Margin of error

Exhibit 6. Independent Living Surveys Distributed, Surveys Returned, and Response Rate In Northern Ontario
Community.

2015

96

85

88.5%

+/- 3.6%

2014

92

86

93.5%

+/- 2.7%

Exhibit 7. 2014 Primary Drivers of Overall Sense of Quality
Among IL Residents In Northern Ontario Community

Quality of Social
Activities; 7%

Feel at
Home; 11%

Friendliness of
Staff; 15%
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Smoothly; 23%

Competency of
Staff; 38%
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Using the Results

The general manager of the Northern Ontario Community, 
with guidance from corporate executives of Chartwell, 
developed an action plan based on their survey results. 
They focused first on competency of the staff, since that 
was their primary driver of the residents’ sense of quality, 
and felt strongly that improvement in that area would 
positively impact the other four drivers. They also worked 
to improve communication with staff and residents about 
the survey process, the survey results, and improvements 
being made as a result of the survey.

The general manager set three goals:  

1. Communicate the survey results to his team 
(department heads and frontline staff) and hold each 
team member accountable for improving customer 
service from their particular department (dining 
services, housekeeping, etc.);

2. Encourage staff to make decisions and “own the 
solution”; and

3. Have two-way communication with residents about the 
survey process, the survey results, and improvements 
being made as a result of the survey.

Communicating with the team. The general manager 
shared with his team the 2014 survey results that showed 
their scores for each service area and overall satisfaction, 
how their scores compared to other Chartwell properties 
in their region and across the country, and their drivers 
for improvement. He charged each team member with 
improving the service they provided to their customers. 
In weekly management meetings, each team member 
reported on specific steps he/she was taking to improve 
the quality of service provided to residents. This kept the 
process top of mind with the team and kept them focused 
on improving the customer experience.

Encouraging staff to make decisions. Since competency of 
staff was the primary driver in overall customer satisfaction, 
the general manager worked to build confidence in his 
team. He knew that micro-managing his staff caused 
them to doubt their skills, abilities, and intuition, and this 
in turn might cause residents to doubt they were qualified 
for their job. Acting as a coach, he began encouraging 

his team to own the problem and find the solution. In 
addition, he encouraged self-reflection and vulnerability 
by acknowledging his own weaknesses and where he 
could improve. Showing humility and accountability 
demonstrated his ability to lead by example, and this 
engaged his team.

Communicating with residents. The general manager 
presented the 2014 survey results to residents, and he 
explained the meaning of the survey findings and the 
goals set for improvement in each area of the community. 
Throughout the year, he and his team treated every 
touchpoint with the resident as a potential opportunity 
to gather feedback. As a result, throughout the year, the 
team gathered informal feedback about the progress 
being made. There was a monthly newsletter to keep the 
residents informed of changes and progress. 

Comparison of Results from 2014 to 2015

The action plan of the Northern Ontario Community was 
a success. Through the community’s leadership focusing 
efforts on areas with the greatest impact on their residents’ 
sense of quality and making significant improvements in 
those service areas, the Northern Ontario Community was 
able to dramatically increase their residents’ overall sense 
of quality and satisfaction.

The top box score for overall satisfaction, the average 
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Exhibit 8. Percent of IL Residents In Northern Ontario 
Community Very Satisfied Overall by Year
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of the results of the 10 overall satisfaction questions, 
increased from 57.9% to 77.1% among independent 
living residents of the Northern Ontario Community from 
2014 to 2015 (Exhibit 8). Likewise, the proportion of 
residents very satisfied with each of the primary driver 
areas (identified in Exhibit 7) was also significantly higher 
in 2015 than in 2014 (Exhibit 9). The greatest gains 
were in the scores for competency of the staff and the 
community running smoothly.

Often the authors see a change in resident satisfaction 
scores year over year because the participation rate 
differs significantly from one year to the next. This is 
not the case for the Northern Ontario Community, as 
the participation rate in each year was similar. Generally 
when a community has a low rate of participation, their 
scores are lower, because those who participate tend to 
be more dissatisfied with the community than those who 
do not respond. The Chartwell residences with less than 
40% response had a top box score of 43% for overall 
satisfaction, while those with a 40% to 59% response rate 
had an overall satisfaction score of 49%, those with 60% 
to 79% response received a score of 51%, and those who 
80+% response scored 61% for overall satisfaction. 

A change in the demographic makeup of the residents 
from year to year (e.g., age, gender, tenure at the 

community, etc.) can also change the scores. For 
instance, data have shown that men tend to be more 
satisfied with their retirement communities than women 
predominantly because they are less critical of services 
such as housekeeping and dining. Sixty-seven percent of 
men in the Chartwell communities rated housekeeping 
in the top box, compared to 62% of women. Forty-five 
percent of men gave dining the highest rating, compared 
to 42% of women.

The demographic makeup of the Northern Ontario 
Community residents was similar in 2014 and 2015 
(Exhibit 10). The only significant difference from year to 
year was the residents’ self-rated health. Marital status and 
home tenure of the residents changed slightly from year 
to year, but the difference was not statistically significant.

Even though the proportions of residents who selected 
the overall health response options of “excellent,” “very 
good,” or “good” increased from 2014 to 2015, and 
the number with “fair” or “poor” health decreased, the 
overall increase in satisfaction for the Northern Ontario 
community occurred within all five health response 
categories. In other words, the increase in this community’s 
satisfaction scores could not be attributed to the increase 
in the proportion of residents in “good,” “very good,” or 
“excellent” health. 
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Exhibit 9. Percent of IL Residents In Northern Ontario Community Very Satisfied with
Top Drivers of Overall Satisfaction by Year
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DISCUSSION

This article highlights the importance of understanding the 
results of quality improvement or satisfaction surveys for 
an age-qualified, service-enriched community, learning 
what areas of the community are driving residents’ 
sense of overall quality/satisfaction, and developing and 
following an action plan to address those areas in order to 
increase overall customer satisfaction.

Knowing how to interpret and use satisfaction survey 
results is critical. Often the management staff of age-
qualified communities receive their satisfaction survey 
results, look at their scores, and decide to focus their time 
and energy on improving the areas of their community 
where they received lower scores (e.g., areas where they 
received a mean score of 4.0 or lower out of a 5.0). There 

are a few potential problems with this. First, some service 
areas generally score higher than others. For instance, 
reception areas, housekeeping, and maintenance services 
almost always receive higher scores than dining. In the 
Chartwell properties, 84% of residents gave reception 
areas the highest rating, 75% gave housekeeping the 
highest rating, and 68% scored maintenance in the 
highest category, compared to 59% who gave dining the 
top score. As a result, communities should not compare 
scores across departments and conclude that one is 
performing better or worse than another. Second, the 
areas with the lower scores may not have any impact 
on their residents’ overall satisfaction, and in turn, their 
willingness to recommend their community. The authors 
are not suggesting that communities should not try to 
improve areas where they are scoring lower; they can first 
focus on those areas that are driving overall satisfaction 
since improvement in those areas will have the greatest 

Attribute       Total

Age  <75 75-79 80-84 85-89 90+ 

 2014 6.6% 18.4% 23.7% 28.9% 22.4% 100%

 2015 4.3% 11.4% 22.9% 27.1% 34.3% 100%

Gender  Women Men    

 2014 63.4% 36.6%    100%

 2015 69.7% 30.3%    100%

Marital status  Married Widowed Divorced Single,
     Never
     Married  

 2014 37.5% 57.5% 3.8% 1.3%  100%

 2015 21.3% 72.0% 2.7% 4.0%  100%

Tenure at  <1 1 to 2 3 to 4 5+  

community 2014 15.4% 52.6% 20.5% 11.5%  100%

(years) 2015 30.0% 35.7% 24.3% 10.0%  100%

Health*  Excellent Very Good Good Fair Poor 

 2014 8.5% 18.3% 34.1% 34.1% 4.9% 100%

 2015 14.9% 28.4% 41.9% 14.9% 0.0% 100%

Exhibit 10. Distribution of Independent Living Residents in the Northern Ontario Community by Age, Gender, Marital 
Status, Tenure in Community, Self-Rated Health, and Year of Survey.

*Note. Differences in the proportions of residents by their self-reported health from 2014 to 2015 are statistically significant at 
the p < .05 level. All other differences in the proportions of residents by the various demographic variables reported are 
not statistically significant.
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impact on customer satisfaction and ultimately referrals. 
Determining the drivers can be accomplished through 
multiple linear regression analysis as shown in this article, 
or through a simple correlation analysis. The goal is to 
find what service areas or functions correlate most with 
the questions addressing overall satisfaction (such as 
willingness to recommend the community, overall quality 
of services, and overall quality of life).

Another area of the survey process that is of upmost 
importance is the response rate. Communities that 
conduct customer surveys should strive for 100% 
participation, because the reliability of satisfaction survey 
results is dependent on the response rate. For instance, if 
a community has 100 residents and only 50 complete the 
survey, the margin of error is +/- 9.9%. This means that if 
a community’s survey results show 50% of the residents 
saying they were “very satisfied” with the housekeeping 
staff, the actual proportion could range from 40% to 60%. 
A sample size of 70 has a margin of error of +/- 6.5%, and 
a sample size of 90 has a margin of error +/- 3.3%.

Limitations and Future Research

Although surveys were offered to all residents of Chartwell 
communities, the residents’ decision whether or not to 
respond to the survey is not necessarily random. Once 
a survey response rate dips below 70%, the inherent 
non-response bias will begin to affect the results. The 
lower the response rate, the greater the non-response 
bias (Mazor, Clauser, Field, Yood, & Gurwitz, 2002). 
Because of this bias, the group of people who choose 
to answer a survey is not necessarily representative of 
the customer population as a whole. The proportion who 
actually turn in a completed survey are more motivated 
to take the time to answer the survey items than the non-
responders; therefore, this group potentially contains a 
higher proportion of people who have had either a very 
good, or more often, a very bad experience. Changes in 
response rates will have a significant effect on the survey 

results. Typically, lower response rates will produce more 
negative results even if there is no actual change in the 
satisfaction level of the population (Rindfuss, Choe, Tsuya, 
Bumpass, & Tamaki, 2015). Although the response to 
the Chartwell surveys was excellent (approximately 70% 
for the Chartwell portfolio overall and near 90% for the 
Northern Ontario community), future survey research 
should minimize non-response bias by attempting to 
achieve 100% response.

Finally, due to the nature of the research methods 
described in this article, the authors were unable to 
quantify the specific contribution of each of the three 
steps of the Northern Ontario community’s action plan 
(communication with the staff, encouraging staff to make 
decisions, and communication with residents) on the 
community’s overall improved satisfaction scores. It is 
possible that only one or two of the steps contributed to 
higher scores and/or that other events not addressed in 
this article caused the increase in ratings.

CONCLUSION

It is important to routinely measure and improve satisfaction 
among customers of age-qualified communities. High 
levels of customer satisfaction have a direct, positive 
impact on the bottom line of age-qualified communities. 
The more satisfied residents and family members are, the 
more likely they are to recommend their community to a 
family member or friend. 

After a community understands their quality improvement 
survey results and what service areas or functions need 
the most attention, then it is time to develop a solid 
action plan. The onsite administrative team, along 

with the frontline personnel responsible for day-to-day 
interaction with residents, should identify the specific 
areas for improvement, the necessary steps required to 
achieve the desired change, the deadlines for making 
those changes, and a plan for communicating the results 
back to their customers.  Letting residents know their 

________________________________________________

First focus on those areas that are driving overall
satisfaction since improvement in those areas will 
have the greatest impact on customer satisfaction

and ultimately referrals.
________________________________________________

________________________________________________

The reliability of satisfaction survey results
is dependent on the response rate.

________________________________________________
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input is appreciated and that the community is making 
the improvements they requested is one of the most 
important pieces of the quality improvement process. 
Once customers know that their opinions matter, they 
will be more likely to participate in the survey process in 
subsequent years. They will also be more likely to say they 
are “very satisfied” with their community.

© 2016 National Investment Center for Seniors Housing 
and Care (NIC)
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