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Choosing a nursing home is a difficult task, but information is available that can help you make the best decision.  Before touring a nursing home, collect as much information as you can about the facility.

Step 1:  Access the Medicare website at http://www.medicare.gov.   The Nursing Home Compare section of this site contains detailed information on over 17,000 Medicare- and Medicaid-certified nursing homes across the country.  

The Nursing Home Compare tool is searchable by state, county, city, zip code, or nursing home name.  Here you can find information on each nursing home’s characteristics, indicators of care quality, a summary of the last state inspection, and the number of nursing staff hours per resident per day.     

Indicators of care quality for long-term nursing home residents include the proportion of residents who have lost ability for basic daily tasks such as feeding, moving from one chair to another, changing positions in bed, or going to bathroom alone.  Other indicators are the proportion with pressure sores, pain, physical restraints, and infections.  For comparison, in Wisconsin about 15% of nursing home residents have lost ability for basic daily tasks, 8% have pressure sores, 11% have pain, 10% are in physical restraints, and 15% have infections. 

Indicators of care quality for short-stay temporary residents include the proportion with delirium or pain, and the proportion who improved in their ability to walk by the second week of their stay.  For comparison, in Wisconsin about 4% of short-stay nursing home residents have delirium, 31% have pain, and 37% walk as well or better by the end of the second week.

There is considerable variation in each of these measures from one nursing home to another, and poor scores do not necessarily indicate poor care.  

State governments oversee the licensing of nursing homes, and each state conducts nursing home inspections about once a year on average.  The summary of the last state inspection of the facility will include identified deficiencies, dates of correction (if corrected), level of potential harm to residents, and an indication of the number of residents affected.  Each nursing home must also post a copy of the complete state survey in a public area of the facility.  

Although there is no current federal standard for optimal nursing staff levels for nursing homes, the number of nursing staff available for nursing home residents greatly impacts of the quality of the care that these residents receive.  The average number of nursing staff hours per resident in a day averages 3.8 hours across the United States, and 3.5 hours in Wisconsin.

Step 2:  Contact the nursing home ombudsman.  By law, each nursing home is required to post the name and phone number of the ombudsman, the official who is responsible for receiving and investigating complaints.  Ask the ombudsman what kinds of complaints he or she has been getting, or if there are any serious issues that the facility has been involved in.

While there is no simple rule for interpreting all of this information, one should be concerned if a facility has poor quality indicators, uncorrected deficiencies from state inspections, low nurse staffing compared to other facilities, and unresolved complaints referred to the ombudsman.  Ideally these concerns should be addressed before a nursing home is chosen.
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