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Understanding the Health Care System 
Our public health care system has many services for older adults and their caregivers. Ge�ng support 
can be as easy as picking up the phone, watching a video, or reading a website. 

The best �me to find health care services is before a health care crisis.  

It’s important to take the �me to learn about what programs are available to you, how to access services 
and where to ask for help. 

This site and its resources is a great place to start. 

Finding Home and Community Care Services 
The term home and community care refers to services for people who live at home but who are having 
trouble managing because of health challenges. There are many of different services designed to help 
people remain healthy and independent in their homes. 

Get help to figure out which ones are best for your situa�on.  

You can also get help finding and understanding home and community care services by contac�ng 211 
Bri�sh Columbia. You can call 2-1-1 at any �me of the day or night or you can go to their website. 211 
Bri�sh Columbia is a free, confiden�al service that connects people to helpful resources in their 
community. It is also available in over 240 languages.  

This website talks about home and community care services offered by the B.C. public health care 
system. Similar services are also offered by private companies and community non-profit organiza�ons. 
You can learn about these from the Home and Community Care Program in your region, which is run by 
your health authority.  

 

https://bc.211.ca/
https://bc.211.ca/


What Services are Available?  

• Home support: Trained workers come to your home to help with tasks and care. For example, 
they can include bathing, simple meals, and medica�on assistance. This helps you remain 
independent and in your own home as long as possible 

• Adult day programs: Older adults spend the day with other program par�cipants and take part 
in organized ac�vi�es, with support from a health care team. The social contact and ac�vi�es 
have been shown to improve cogni�on 

• Care communi�es: Older adults who can no longer be supported in their own home have a 
variety of op�ons. Different levels of support range from seniors’ independent living to light 
assistance to long-term care 

• Respite care: Older adults can stay in a residence, with staff to help them, for a few days or 
several weeks. This gives caregivers relief. Respite can also help a client become more 
independent or recover a�er they get out of hospital 

• End-of-life services: These can be at home, in an assisted living residence, long-term care facility, 
or hospice (a care facility for end of life) 

Do I Have to Pay? 

• Depending on your situa�on, you might have to pay all or some of the costs 
• Your regional Home and Community Care Program will assess your needs and financial situa�on 

to see if you qualify for full or par�al subsidy 
• Payment follows a sliding scale 
• TIP: Take the �me to figure out the pricing system. In some situa�ons, you might save money by 

using a private company or non-profit community group 
 
Click here to learn more about the different home and community care services and the fee 
structure.  

How Does the Process Work? 
1. Referral  

Any health care provider can give you a referral. This means the health care worker formally connects 
you to the people who organize these services.  

You can also do a self-referral by contac�ng the Home and Community Care program at the health 
authority for your region and telling them you need help. 

2. Assessment 

Someone from the Home and Community Care office will assess your needs. This person will be your 
case manager. They will talk to you about your health, your finances, and your home situa�on.  

Based on the assessment, the case manager will tell you what services you can get and if you need to 
pay a fee. You may be put on a wait list for some services.  

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/health/accessing-health-care/home-community-care/care-options-and-cost


TIP: Tell the case manager everything that is important about your situa�on. For instance, let them know 
if you (or someone you are caring for) needs someone who speaks your language. The beter they 
understand your situa�on, the easier it will be to connect you to the right help. 

3. Receiving care/who to talk to 

The case manager will help organize your services.  

If your situa�on changes and you think you need more or less care, or different services, contact your 
case manager. This person is your guide to the home and community care system.  

If you are ge�ng home support, keep the contact informa�on for your home support supervisor handy. 
You can call or email them with requests or ques�ons.  

Where Do I Start? 

Talk to your health care provider or contact the health authority for your region.  

Fraser Health 

Interior Health 

Island Health 

Northern Health 

Vancouver Coastal Health 

Learn more about how to arrange for home and community care, including �ps on ge�ng ready for an 
assessment, here.  

In the Hospital? Plan Ahead to Get Help When You Leave 

• Ask to speak to the home health liaison, community health nurse, or the social worker. They can 
connect you to services in your community 

• Hospital staff will create a discharge plan—a plan for managing your move out of the hospital 
and your �me back home. This will help you fully heal and recover 

• Let hospital staff know if you think you might need help at home. Even if you don’t usually use 
home support, you can get this service for two weeks a�er leaving the hospital 

 

Finding a Primary Care Provider 
A primary care provider 

• Is typically the person you see first for a health concern  
• Is for your everyday, regular health care 
• Helps you manage an ongoing issue 
• Is o�en a family doctor or nurse prac��oner  
• Ideally, works with you over the long term and gets to know your history, needs, and wishes 

https://www.fraserhealth.ca/health-topics-a-to-z/home-and-community-care/accessing-home-and-community-care-services#.YdyV4iDMKUk
https://www.interiorhealth.ca/health-and-wellness/home-and-community-care
https://www.islandhealth.ca/learn-about-health/home-care-assisted-living-long-term-care
https://www.northernhealth.ca/services/home-community-care/accessing-services
http://www.vch.ca/your-care/home-community-care/how-to-access-services
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/health/accessing-health-care/home-community-care/how-to-arrange-for-care?keyword=how&keyword=to&keyword=arrange&keyword=for&keyword=care


 
If you do not have a primary care provider, you might be put on a wai�ng list. The sooner you do this, the 
sooner you will be connected to a primary care provider. 

Register to be linked to a primary care provider here. If you are having trouble registering, call 8-1-1 (7-
1-1 for the deaf and hard of hearing) any�me to talk to someone who will guide you through the 
process. Translators are available in 130 languages. 

If you don’t have a primary care provider, or if they are not available 

• Find out where to get medical help right away using the Pathways Medical Directory 
• Find walk-in clinics, urgent and primary care centres, emergency departments, hospitals, mental 

health programs, home care programs, pharmacy services, laboratory services, and more in the 
online HealthLink BC Directory. For help searching the directory, call 8-1-1 

• If you are a resident living in the Fraser Health region, you can call Fraser Health Virtual Care and 
speak with a registered nurse, 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. seven-days-a-week 

Ge�ng the Most out of a Health Care Visit 
Making the Appointment 

When you make an appointment with a family doctor, you can ask for a counselling session. This gives 
you more �me. 

Prepare Before You Go 

• Make a list of everything you want to share with your primary care provider 
• Write down ques�ons you want to ask (see Ques�ons to Ask)  
• Create a detailed health history to share with your care team 
• Make a list of all medica�ons you take, including prescrip�on, over-the-counter, and 

supplements 

Going to the Appointment 

• Take a family member or friend with you 
• Bring along any devices or aids you use for medical reasons—especially if it’s an appointment 

specifically for this reason, such as vision or hearing care 
• For appointments in an office, arrive early and leave �me for traffic and parking 
• For appointments at home, find a space that is private and doesn’t have distrac�ons 

At the Appointment 

• Take notes or have a companion do this. Have a notebook just for medical notes 
• Remember, you are an expert in your own life 
• Don’t be afraid to ask for explana�ons of any words or advice you don’t understand 
• This list of ques�ons will help you get care that can improve your health and your quality of life 

Get �ps on preparing for surgery and recovering from surgery 

https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-connect-registry
https://pathwaysmedicalcare.ca/
https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-services/search-services-your-area
https://www.cfn-nce.ca/frailty-matters/living-with-frailty/navigating-the-system/#1569006773690-90a6edd6-3a92
https://www.cfn-nce.ca/frailty-matters/living-with-frailty/navigating-the-system/#1569006773690-90a6edd6-3a92
https://www.cfn-nce.ca/frailty-matters/living-with-frailty/navigating-the-system/#1569006970081-deba1a9e-a1e6
https://www.cfn-nce.ca/frailty-matters/living-with-frailty/navigating-the-system/#1569009010133-e3dde497-943f


 

 

Resources 
Phone and Online Support  

Call 8-1-1 for 24/7 help 

This will connect you to HealthLinkBC’s health service navigators. They can  

• Answer basic health care ques�ons  
• Help you find your way around the health care system 
• Connect with a registered nurse, registered die��an, qualified exercise professional, or 

pharmacist 

Call 8-1-1 (7-1-1 for the deaf and hard of hearing) 
Available 24 hours a day, seven days a week 
Transla�on services are available in over 130 languages 
For non-emergency situa�ons only 

 

Use an on-line directory of health care services 

The HealthLinkBC Directory lets you search for health services provided by the B.C. health care 
system and non-profit groups. 

You can search for walk-in clinics, urgent and primary care centres, emergency departments, 
hospitals, mental health programs, home care programs, pharmacy services, lab services, and 
more.  

If you need help using the directly, call 8-1-1 to speak with a health service navigator (7-1-1 for 
the deaf and hard of hearing). 

 

Get connected to support and services at Where Older Adults Can Get Help  

This HealthLinkBC webpage directs you to help with  

• home care 
• household tasks and yard maintenance 
• respite care (providing a break for caregivers) 

It also connects you to 

• community supports and peer groups 
• programs to help people facing chronic illnesses 
• the Office of the Seniors Advocate 

https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-services/healthlink-bc-811-services/navigation-services
https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-services/search-services-your-area
https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-services/search-services-your-area
http://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-services/community/where-older-adults-can-get-help
ttps://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-services/community/where-older-adults-can-get-help


 

Use the Office of the B.C. Seniors Advocate website.  

This resource 

• is simple and easy-to-use  
• lists resources, including how to sign up for the Medical Services Plan (health care 

insurance) and PharmaCare (which will help cover the cost of medica�ons)  
• answers to ques�ons such as “Can I get help paying for my dental care?” and “How can I 

find informa�on about long-term care facili�es in my community?” 

 

Help for Newcomers and Immigrants 

Finding Your Way Around Our Health Care System: A Guide for Newcomers to Canada   
A booklet about our health care system. Read it online, download, or print.  
In English 
In Arabic, Bengali, Gujara�, Hindi, Pashtu, Farsi, Punjabi, Somali, and Urdu 

 
Ge�ng Started: An Introduc�on to Health Care in Bri�sh Columbia for Newcomer Immigrant 
Women  
A 4 ½-minute video about how to get health care insurance, produced by B.C. Women’s Hospital.  
This link will also get you to fact-sheets in Arabic, English, Farsi, French, Korean, Mandarin and 
Punjabi on ge�ng health insurance and on finding health care services  
 
South Asian Newcomer Resources 
A website to help find your way around the health care system, including how to get care in your 
own language. 
 

Help for Caregivers 

Coach Caregiver: Naviga�ng Health Care 
This video from the Family Caregivers of B.C. offers �ps and advice for naviga�ng the health care system 
and communica�ng with the person you care for. 

 

Help for People with Alzheimers and their Caregivers 

First Link® demen�a support connects people living with demen�a and their care partners to support 
services, educa�on, and informa�on. 

• English: 1-800-936-6033 (Monday to Friday, 9 a.m. to 8 p.m.) 
• Cantonese and Mandarin: 1-833-674-5007 (Monday to Friday, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.) 
• Punjabi, Hindi and Urdu: 1-833-674-5003 (Monday to Friday, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.) 

 
 
Help for First Na�ons and Indigenous Peoples 

https://www.seniorsadvocatebc.ca/health-care/
https://patienteduc.fraserhealth.ca/file/finding-your-way-around-our-health-care-system-a-g-229674.pdf
https://patienteduc.fraserhealth.ca/search/results?q=newcomer&f_language_facet=English&sort=score+desc&p=1&ps=1&bu=%2F
https://d.docs.live.net/9a197ed01cddd65d/writing%20jobs/PRCHA/Content/Arabic,%20English,%20Farsi,%20French,%20Korean,%20Mandarin%20and%20Punjabi.
https://d.docs.live.net/9a197ed01cddd65d/writing%20jobs/PRCHA/Content/Arabic,%20English,%20Farsi,%20French,%20Korean,%20Mandarin%20and%20Punjabi.
http://www.bcwomens.ca/Fact-Sheets-Resources-Site/Documents/SERVICES/ARA-%20NIWH%20Fact%20Sheet.1.web.pdf
http://www.bcwomens.ca/Fact-Sheets-Resources-Site/Documents/SERVICES/ENGNIWHFactsheet1web.pdf
http://www.bcwomens.ca/Fact-Sheets-Resources-Site/Documents/SERVICES/FARNIWHFactsheet1web.pdf
http://www.bcwomens.ca/Fact-Sheets-Resources-Site/Documents/SERVICES/FRENIWHFactsheet1web.pdf
http://www.bcwomens.ca/Fact-Sheets-Resources-Site/Documents/SERVICES/KORNIWHFactsheet1web.pdf
http://www.bcwomens.ca/Fact-Sheets-Resources-Site/Documents/SERVICES/SCHNIWHFactSheet1web.pdf
http://www.bcwomens.ca/Fact-Sheets-Resources-Site/Documents/SERVICES/PUNNIWHFactSheet1web1.pdf
https://www.fraserhealth.ca/south-asian-newcomer-resources
https://www.familycaregiversbc.ca/archives/video/coach-caregiver-navigating-health-care
https://alzheimer.ca/bc/en/help-support/find-support-bc/first-link-dementia-helpline


Every region in BC has a First Na�ons and Indigenous Peoples’ health care advisor. They help with 

• naviga�ng the system 
• finding health care services 
• ensuring care is culturally safe and appropriate  

These are organized by B.C.’s five health authori�es. Find them here 

Northern Health Aboriginal Pa�ent Liaison Program 

Fraser Health Indigenous Health Liaison 

Island Health Aboriginal Liaison Nurses 

Interior Health Aboriginal Pa�ent Navigator Service 

Vancouver Coastal Health Indigenous Pa�ent Care Quality Liaisons 

Not sure which health authority you are in? Find out here 

The First Na�ons Health Authority wellness resource page connects you to Indigenous cancer pa�ent 
navigators, the First Na�ons Doctor of the Day Program, and more. 

 

Help for LGBTQ+  

TransCare BC’s Health Naviga�on Team 

 

https://www.indigenoushealthnh.ca/initiatives/APLs
https://www.fraserhealth.ca/health-topics-a-to-z/indigenous-health/indigenous-health-liaisons
https://www.islandhealth.ca/our-services/indigenous-health-services/indigenous-liaison-nurses
https://www.islandhealth.ca/our-services/indigenous-health-services/indigenous-liaison-nurses
https://www.interiorhealth.ca/services/aboriginal-patient-navigator-service
https://www.vch.ca/en/service/indigenous-patient-care-quality-liaisons#short-description--15421
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/health/about-bc-s-health-care-system/partners/health-authorities/regional-health-authorities
https://www.fnha.ca/what-we-do/healthy-living/cancer/resources-for-individuals-and-families
http://www.phsa.ca/transcarebc/care-support/access-care/navigate-care

