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The "Warm Home" Program and its goal

The "Warm Home" Program, now in its sixth year in Israel, is an innovative concept aimed at making life satisfying and more comfortable for those elderly who might otherwise face loneliness, material want and frustrations of day-to-day living without support. It offers the chance of fresh friendships, mental stimulation and an enhanced feeling of security, of belonging to a new and large kind of "family".

The program was devised and is supported by Eshel – the Association for the Planning and Development of Services for the Aged in Israel. It has been in operation since 1998, and there are now more than 85 "Warm Homes" throughout Israel.

The background

The program has its roots in the FSU, where it was launched by the Hesed Welfare Centers in 1994. The first project was called "Open Home – Pesach-95" and was organized to enable lonely elderly people, who unable to go to a center, to nevertheless celebrate Pesach in a traditional way in a family atmosphere. The Hesed center chose hosts, who were then given a course to equip them for their role. They were provided with packages which included the Haggadah, traditional accessories and food. 

The success of the initial gatherings led to the decision to extend their scope, and thus was born the "Warm Home" Program in the FSU. Its growth in Israel has been steady impressive. At first hundreds, and now thousands of lonely elderly people who would not normally participate in any social activities meet in groups on a regular basis. The groups are small and are hosted by members of the community, who are given funds to cover expenses.

The three principles

Volunteers generally play a very important role in the activities of the Warm Home. They help in preparing for the meetings and in organizing the program. A sense of Yiddishkeit (Jewishness) is the underlying spiritual basis of the Program. All Jewish holidays are celebrated in Warm Homes, and through lectures and discussions participants get to know the tradition and culture of our people. Thirdly, a feeling of belonging to a Community is created through shared activities.

How it works

Eshel-JDC has established a clear formula for running the program. It provides through the amutot for elderly – the local social non-profit organizations. 

The program has a strong framework, yet is flexible enough to serve new immigrants from the FSU, and to be adapted for newcomers from Argentina, Ethiopia and other countries, and, even for vatikim – people who has been living in Israel for many years. 

All of the more than 85 Warm Homes throughout Israel operate on a regular basis. There are ten to fifteen participants in each home. They meet twice a week for minimum of 2 hours. Usually the guests are served tea, coffee or soft drinks with snacks. 

The program of a meeting might include the celebration of birthdays and holidays, lectures, movies, small concerts. The content of a meeting depends not only on the hosts: all members of the group decide together what they wish to do. One group may prefer to learn Hebrew, another to have a singing session or to learn about the Jewish history.

Most important is that the people to talk to each other, share ideas, joys and problems. They are not only people who meet twice a week, but a supportive group or even a united family whose members can communicate every day, not only at the meetings.

Training and Follow-up

Eshel-JDC provides all Warm Home hosts with special training, which includes:

· intensive professional follow-up during the first 6 months of a "Warm Home's operation;

· provision of the methodical materials;

· seminars for the hosts 3-4 times a year.

Warm Home criteria:

For hosts:

· the host or hostess must be a friendly person who enjoys having guests;

· have a suitable education and be able to prepare a program for meetings from his own ideas and those of members;

· have the time and willingness to ensure that all will run smoothly at the twice-weekly meetings;

· a couple is preferable as hosts.

… For participants:

They should be: 

· lonely, retired people; 

· not participate in the activities of any other clubs; 
· live within 10 minutes walking distance of the "Warm Home".
…For the apartment:

· It must not be higher than 2nd floor (if there is no lift); 

· it should be large and light, with the dining room not smaller than 20 sq.m.

Setting-up of the program

First it is necessary to define the target group and its needs. Initially in Israel, it was intended that the program should be for new immigrants from Russia only. Then, as mentioned, it was adapted for other groups – immigrants from South America, Ethiopia, the Caucasus and elsewhere. Now there is also pilot "Warm Home" for Holocaust survivors. The traditions, language and particular needs of the target group will set the tone of the various "Warm Homes". Language is of course a key factor as people will generally feel most comfortable with others who speak the same tongue.

The next stage is to find the host and apartment which meet all criteria.

It has been found best to start in a small way once a host has been chosen. At first there are only 3-4 guests and meetings are held once a week. Then, step by step the number of guests is increased and within 3 months they number 10-15 and the meetings are held twice a week. 

During these first three months it is extremely important that the Eshel organizers give whatever help is needed by the host and participants.

In Israel we also insure the participants against accidents or certain other misfortunes they might suffer during meetings and on the way to and from the gatherings. The insurance comes from the local amuta. They send the address of the "Warm Home" and names of the participants to their insurance company.

The budget

Below is a sample budget, covered by Eshel-JDC, for a single "Warm Home":

· Expenses for the meetings 




$25 per meeting

$200 per month

· One-time expense for equipment



$450

(it might be video, kettle, games, dishes – everything needed for the meetings)

· Insurance for the participants during the meetings

$300 per year

· Professional follow-up and training 
for the hosts during the first 6 months



$900 per home

· Travel expenses






$100 per year

· Overhead expenses





$100 per year

This description covers the essential ingredients of the Warm Home program. You may perhaps want to know more. If so, I would be delighted to answer any questions.
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