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Abstract:  The study explores the significance of spiritual needs in the 
lives of seniors, focusing on their role in enhancing well-being 
and addressing challenges in social work from a sustainability 
perspective. Spiritual needs, such as dignity, life continuity, 
support, and transcendental experiences, are closely inter-
twined with seniors’ emotional, social, and health outcomes. 
The COVID-19 pandemic underscored the vulnerability of 
seniors, particularly in care homes, due to unmet spiritual and 
social needs. Addressing these needs is vital for maintaining 
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Introduction
Spiritual needs play a significant role in life 

satisfaction and contribute substantially to over-
all well-being (1: 53). These needs manifest dif-
ferently across various age groups. Pavlíková 
and Ambrózy point out that among the young-
er generation, spiritual needs often intertwine 
with social needs and the initial formulation of 
the meaning and purpose of their existence (2). 
Similarly, for seniors, due to their extensive life 
experiences, successes, and disappointments, 
their approach to spiritual needs tends to be less 
ambitious. Their desires for the future are usual-
ly limited to a few basic needs, particularly the 
need for family and spiritual activities associat-
ed with reflecting on the proximity of death.

In our study, we focus on seniors for sever-
al reasons. One key reason is the experience of 
many seniors during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Experts have highlighted that seniors, like other 
generations, experienced social distancing from 
other groups of people as part of measures aimed 
at protecting them from the virus (3). Similar-
ly, they felt a loss of control over their lives due 
to pandemic-related regulations and confusion 
caused by the increasing prevalence of misin-
formation (4,5). Moreover, as Pavlíková notes, 
many people, including seniors, lost their most 
meaningful person. This loss encompassed sev-
eral dimensions: help with daily routine tasks 
(a past-oriented loss), expressions of care, love, 
and friendship (a present, ongoing loss), and the 
hope of a shared old age (a future, anticipated 

loss) (6). In short, and especially during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, many seniors—particu-
larly those in care homes—faced a significant 
lack of fulfilment of their social and spiritual 
needs. Additionally, we focus on seniors because 
addressing their spiritual needs presents a signif-
icant challenge for social work, particularly in 
terms of its sustainable development.

Method
Qualitative research uses words as data (7: 

809). More specifically, it involves the interpre-
tation of observations, texts, and/or concepts (8: 
12). It focuses on the ‘why’ rather than the ‘what’ 
of social phenomena and relies on the direct ex-
periences of human beings as meaning-making 
agents in their every day lives (9,10). The re-
sults presented in this paper are excerpts from 
a research project conducted in six senior care 
facilities in Slovakia, between November 2023 
and June 2024. The present study adopted the 
method of convenience sampling. Although it is 
open to bias and introduces vulnerable relations 
between the researchers and the participants (7: 
812), convenience sampling is commonly used 
in qualitative research, within disciplines such 
as educational and social sciences, as useful re-
sults can be obtained.

Following the creation of the questionnaire, 
we consulted with the staff of the Universi-
ty Hospital in Nitra, who are also engaged in 
research in the field of social work. The ques-
tionnaires were distributed to 3 facilities that 

their sense of purpose, autonomy, and connection with others. 
Spiritual care, which includes activities like family interac-
tion, prayer, or nature-based experiences, provides essential 
emotional and existential support, especially for non-religious 
seniors.

  The study emphasizes the preparation of social workers and 
caregivers to meet these needs through specialized training 
and interdisciplinary collaboration. Results from qualita-
tive research conducted in six senior care facilities in 2024 
revealed that most seniors consider spiritual needs crucial, 
with key areas including gratitude, forgiveness, preparation 
for death, and a sense of being valued. The paper highlights 
the critical role of families, caregivers, and clergy in ensuring 
a holistic approach to spiritual care, advocating for its integra-
tion into sustainable practices in social work.
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are managed by the church or have a religious-
ly motivated character. The second part of the 
questionnaires was distributed to facilities that 
are not of a religious nature.

The research sample of our respondents was 
made up of seniors who were over 65 years old. 
After confirming our interest, we presented our 
idea of the course of data collection and at the 
same time found out what the number of poten-
tial respondents in a particular facility is. Specif-
ic social workers were appointed to collect the 
data. We developed a manual according to which 
they were asked to proceed when filling out the 
questionnaire. Filling out the questionnaire was 
voluntary. Upon completion of the fill-out, the 
social workers checked the questionnaires, and, 
if necessary, we conferred with the workers by 
phone and e-mail concerning any ambiguities.

Spiritual Needs of Seniors and Well-Being
Several authors agree that fulfilling the spiri-

tual needs of seniors plays a crucial role not only 
in their subjective satisfaction with life and will-
ingness to continue living but also significantly 
impacts their overall health (11). Furthermore, 
‘quality of life is equated with the good life, 
psychological well-being, pleasant life, satisfac-
tion with life, high social standing, usefulness 
of life, sense of happiness’ (12: 251). However, 
well-being is a social ‘thing’ that transcends the 
psychological aspects of belonging to a group or 
an individual (13: 2,14: 381). Social well-being 
consists in creating, developing and maintaining 
meaningful relationships with others (14: 381). 
One aspect of the well-being of seniors therefore 
includes their ‘position in the wider community, 
satisfaction with contacts with the community’ 
(12: 251). One of the most significant needs is 
the awareness of one’s own value and dignity 
(15). This need is closely linked to the increasing 
dependency of seniors on others as they age and 
their decreasing self-sufficiency. A fundamental 
principle in addressing this is accepting seniors 
in all situations, regardless of their challenges, 
while respecting their human dignity—a corner-
stone of social work.

Another essential need is the preservation of 
continuity in their life story—the understanding 
that nothing truly ends, life continues, and there 

are still goals to pursue and a future to envision. 
This continuity can only be realized if seniors 
feel supported by their environment and sense 
a willingness to help them achieve their goals. 
Seniors must feel that their current life connects 
meaningfully to their past. They often have 
a strong need to share their life stories with oth-
ers—not only to pass on their wisdom but also 
to affirm that their life had meaning and was 
important to others (16). At the same time, they 
need to feel that their life remains meaningful, 
that they are valued by their loved ones and soci-
ety (17: 113), and that they are not seen as a bur-
den or a problem. In this respect, family plays 
a key role (18: 568).

The absence of spiritual fulfilment became 
especially evident during the Covid-19 pandem-
ic, when seniors emerged as the most vulnerable 
group due to the reduced opportunities to satisfy 
their spiritual needs (19). Seniors often rely on 
the support of others, which limits their auton-
omy and the sense of functional independence. 
In many cases, they require assistance even with 
the most fundamental activities, such as eating 
or personal hygiene. This can lead to feelings 
of powerlessness over their own lives—a reali-
ty frequently observed in social care facilities. 
For seniors, a sense of security and stability is 
critical. The lack of these feelings can lead to 
fear, mistrust, or despair, which may manifest as 
aggression or even thoughts of suicide. The re-
duction in functional independence is especial-
ly pronounced in care facilities, where meeting 
with family is often the only meaningful con-
nection to the broader world. However, during 
the pandemic, such meetings were severely re-
stricted, leaving many seniors feeling that their 
spiritual needs were unmet.

In addition to relationships with loved ones, 
spiritual needs also encompass connections to the 
transcendent. While some seniors view their fam-
ily as a spiritual community, a relationship with 
the transcendent remains equally important for 
many. This connection is often fostered through 
reading the Bible, prayer, or meditation. Although 
the experience of spirituality is highly individual, 
it generally emphasizes positive values correlated 
with religious and spiritual life, as well as grati-
tude to God for life’s blessings (20: 98).
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A key aspect of spiritual needs is the need 
for gratitude, which serves as a cornerstone of 
mental and spiritual health, where gratitude is 
seen as a source of motivation. Gratitude is par-
ticularly important for seniors who, for much of 
their lives, felt in control of their existence and 

were essential to their social environment, par-
ticularly their family.

Another critical spiritual need is the need for 
forgiveness, both in forgiving others and in ex-
periencing forgiveness themselves. Both aspects 
represent challenging life tasks. Achieving for-
giveness often requires spiritual guidance, help-
ing individuals view their lives from a transcen-
dent perspective and understand the situations of 
their loved ones and community.

Preparation for dying and death is another 
significant spiritual need, yet it remains a social-
ly under-discussed and often taboo subject. Ac-
cepting aging also entails accepting one’s mor-
tality and the finiteness of life.

As part of our research conducted in social 
service homes in the Nitra region on a sample of 
101 respondents, we focused on examining se-
niors’ attitudes toward their spiritual needs and 
how they fulfil them.

The following graph shows how seniors per-
ceive the importance of spiritual needs in their 
lives.

84 percent reflect on spiritual needs and per-
ceive their fulfilment as an important part of their 
existence. It proves to be essential that proper 
attention is given to meeting spiritual needs. Ser-
vices provided by the Church play a key role in 
this process.

More than half of the respondents satisfy 
their spiritual needs through participation in 



124 Clinical Social Work and Health Intervention

Clinical Social Work and Health Intervention Vol. 15 No. 6 2024

worship services or prayer. Thirty-five percent 
of respondents identify participation in worship 
services as the most significant way to fulfil their 
spiritual needs.

From the perspective of maintaining the qual-
ity of services, the Church faces the task of en-
suring a sufficient number of clergy in the future 
to provide support in the spiritual lives of seniors.

We reached a similar conclusion when ex-
amining the question of what fulfils seniors the 
most in their lives. An essential part of meeting 
spiritual needs is the relationships seniors with 
their social environment.

32 percent of respondents stated that their re-
lationship with God is what gives their lives the 
most meaning. The fulfilment of this relationship 
with God occurs through spiritual services, once 
again highlighting the key role of the Church.

The services provided by the Church play an 
irreplaceable role in meeting the spiritual needs of 
seniors in social care facilities. Given the demo-
graphic trends, the number of seniors in social ser-
vice facilities is expected to grow. This increase 
will also require a rise in the number of priests and 
workers capable of providing adequate services.

A notable challenge is the decreasing number 
of active priests as well as the low interest in the 
priesthood. From the perspective of maintaining 

the quality of social services, it will be essential 
to give this issue proper attention (cf. 17: 10).

Findings
We consider two dimensions regarding the 

aspect of sustainable development in social 
work practice. The first dimension is maintain-
ing awareness of the existence of spiritual and 
related social needs in seniors (cf. 21: 30). This 
knowledge must be shared not only by the staff 
of social care facilities at all levels but also by 
relatives and the close social environment of the 
senior. It is crucial that the senior’s close social 
environment reflects that the senior needs more 
than just food, drink, and a made-up bed (22). 
Specifically, this task is important when prepar-
ing social workers and in the ongoing training 
of staff in social care facilities. Employees in 
these facilities must approach seniors with an 
awareness of the complexity of the wide range 
of needs they have, even if it might seem, at first 
glance, that they don’t need anything (23).

In addition to accepting the fact that spiritual 
needs exist for every senior, it is also important 
for specific workers to be adequately prepared to 
meet the spiritual needs of seniors. While play-
ing music or taking a walk in nature may not 
require specific skills, everyday communication, 
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accompanying a senior on a walk in nature, or 
accompanying them to a medical examination 
and other situations that require specific commu-
nication skills with the senior do. These require 
certain abilities and competencies to ensure that, 
within such communication and relationships, 
the senior’s spiritual needs can also be fulfilled 
(24). This requires ongoing education of staff in 
social care facilities and is the biggest challenge 
for the future when it comes to meeting the so-
cial and spiritual needs of seniors.

Spiritual needs of seniors are a topic that in-
volves many professions, including healthcare 
workers (25: 160) and personnel in social care 
facilities, priests, spiritual guides, psychologists, 
therapists, and everyone, because old age con-
cerns each of us (26). In our work, we have stat-
ed that spiritual needs are not exclusively tied 
to a senior’s religious denomination, but that 
these needs are present in all people, regardless 
of their religious orientation or the depth of their 
spiritual identity. The church provides neces-
sary services for the pastoral care of seniors, for 
example, through hospital chaplains or various 
volunteer activities aimed at fulfilling both so-
cial and spiritual needs for seniors in need of 
assistance. Other staff in the facilities, such as 
orderlies, nurses, caregivers, and other profes-
sionals, also play an important role in meeting 
social and spiritual needs (27).

Research results have shown that spiritual 
needs of seniors can be met through activities 
like staying in nature or listening to music. Espe-
cially for clients who are not strongly religious, 
these activities can provide a form of experience 
or encounter with the transcendent (28). These 
activities are important not only for active se-
niors but also for those who rely on others’ assis-
tance and cannot move to natural environments 
where they could fulfil their spiritual needs. It is 
important to remember that everyone has spiri-
tual needs, even those who are limited in move-
ment or cognitive abilities. The effect of such 
activities is the creation of positive emotions, 
which are important for how one experiences 
events and for processing the meaning of their 
existence (29: 124). A companioning senior to 
fulfil their spiritual needs also results in the feel-
ing of being important. The fact that someone 

takes the senior, even with their bed, to nature, 
or brings them a music player with the music 
they love, is an experience of dignity. It is a con-
firmation that they are important to someone and 
that someone cares enough to bring them a radio 
and play the music they wish to hear.

One spiritual and social need in seniors is the 
need for love, which manifests in various forms 
(30). We have shown that seniors need to feel im-
portant, that they are needed, and that someone 
cares about them. This is particularly important 
for seniors who are bedridden and have limited 
contact with the social environment. It is a task 
not only for close family members but also for 
social workers and employees of social care fa-
cilities, as well as priests, spiritual guides, and all 
believers (31). Seniors who have been surround-
ed by others during their lives and lived in rich 
social relationships often find it particularly hard 
to bear the loss of these connections. For many, 
the loss of these bonds means a loss of the mean-
ing of their existence, and consequently, a loss of 
willingness to cooperate in caring for their needs.

Another significant social and spiritual need 
for seniors is the need for conversation, especial-
ly spiritual conversations (20). A conversation of 
gratitude doesn’t have to be the sole privilege 
of priests or spiritual guides of a particular fa-
cility. Many laypeople undergo courses where 
they gain basic skills for working with seniors 
and are able to engage in spiritual conversations 
on topics that are essential and most important 
for seniors in their situation. The spiritual con-
versation within social care for seniors includes 
an interest in their needs and an interest in their 
wisdom and the experiences they have gained 
throughout their lives. We have shown that 
church documents highlight the high value of 
seniors through their experience and their ability 
to pass this experience on to present generations. 
Therefore, spiritual conversation also confirms 
the importance of the senior’s existence and is 
a vital tool for meeting both their social and spir-
itual needs.

A spiritual conversation also often involves 
the topic of dying and death, which is a funda-
mental question when searching for the meaning 
of one’s existence, especially for seniors who 
are aware of their mortality due to age or health 
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condition (32,33,34). As with other activities, 
the topic of death and dying is not reserved only 
for priests who administer the sacrament of rec-
onciliation or the anointing of the sick. Seniors 
might perceive the words of a priest as overly 
spiritual and distant, so it is essential that the 
topic of death and dying also be brought up by 
others in the senior’s close social environment. 
We have suggested that the topic of death and 
dying is taboo in many institutions, including 
hospitals. Healthcare personnel often avoid this 
subject, feeling that discussing death and dying 
will give the patient the impression that they 
have no solutions for their situation (35).

Regardless of whether the social care fa-
cility’s staff are religious or not, the topic of 
death may be taboo, but it must be addressed in 
an appropriate way to avoid counterproductive 
reactions from the senior, such as resignation. 
Healthcare staff should be properly trained for 
discussions about death and should possess the 
necessary skills for conducting such conversa-
tions. Priests play a specific role in this regard, 
as they bring the sacraments, including the cele-
bration of the Eucharist, which are powerful mo-
ments for fulfilling and satisfying the spiritual 
needs of seniors, and they also provide spiritu-
al sustenance that gives seniors the strength to 
overcome challenges and see meaning even in 
the most difficult moments of their lives (36).

In addition to accepting death, another sig-
nificant spiritual need is accepting one’s own 
weakness, pain, and suffering, which the senior 
experiences (37, 38, 39). Spiritual help, as in the 
previous case, should come not only from a priest 
but also from close relatives and the entire sur-
rounding environment. Seniors perceive the 
meaning of their suffering as a sacrifice they can 
offer for everyone, for their loved ones, and for 
the Church (40, 41, 42). In this way, the difficul-
ties they endure gain meaning and significance, 
giving the seniors the conviction that they are im-
portant and needed by others, even though they 
are frail and require constant care (43, 44, 45). 
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