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To help you make important 
decisions for yourself or for 
someone you care for. 

This booklet explains: 

• How to find and compare nursing 
homes in your area. 

• Your nursing home resident rights. 

• Where to call for help. 

✓ Use the handy tear-out checklist 
to compare nursing homes. See 
page 27. 
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Helping you help yourself 



The Guide to Choosing a Nursing Home is prepared by the Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services (CMS). CMS and States oversee the quality of nursing homes. State 
and Federal Government agencies certify nursing homes. 

The Guide to Choosing a Nursing Home is not a legal document. The official Medicare 
program provisions are contained in the relevant laws, regulations, and rulings. 

The information in this booklet was correct when it was printed. Changes may occur 
after printing. For the most up-to-date version, look at www.medicare.gov on the web. 
Select “Publications.” Or, call 1-800-MEDICARE (1-800-633-4227). A Customer 
Service Representative can tell you if the information has been updated. TTY users 
should call 1-877-486-2048. 
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It is helpful to plan 
ahead, visit and compare 
several nursing homes, 
and make good financial 
plans early. 



Section 1: W 1 elcome 

See "How to Use 
This Booklet" 
on pages 6-7 to 
help find the 
information you 
need. 

Words in blue 
are defined on 
pages 58-59. 

The Guide to Choosing a Nursing Home is designed to help people find 
and compare nursing homes. It can help you and your family make 
your best choice, whether you are planning ahead, or need to make an 
unexpected decision. It includes information about the types of long-term 
care, how to find and compare nursing homes in your area, and how to 
pay for nursing home care. It also provides contact information for 
organizations that can help answer your questions. 

Choosing a nursing home can have great emotional effect on you and your 
loved ones. It is helpful to plan ahead, visit and compare several 
nursing homes, and make good financial plans early. Planning ahead gives 
you and your family more control and can help make sure that your needs 
are met so you can get good quality care. 

Depending on your needs and resources, you may have other long-term 
care choices like community services, home care, or assisted living. These 
and other long-term care choices are explained briefly on pages 10-13. 
Before choosing a nursing home, check to see if one of these other choices 
may be better for you, or if they might help after a temporary nursing 
home stay. 

Medicare covers some skilled nursing and rehabilitative care, but generally 
does not cover custodial care (help with activities of daily living, like 
bathing, dressing, and using the bathroom). Most people who enter a 
nursing home begin by paying for their nursing home care out of their 
own pocket. Residents may pay for their nursing home stay using their 
personal resources, long-term care insurance, or with Medicaid if they are 
eligible. Medicaid is a joint Federal and State program that helps with 
medical costs for some people with low incomes and limited resources. 
Medicaid pays for care for about 7 out of every 10 nursing home residents. 
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1 Welcome 

Important if You have Medicare: 

• Medicare Benefits: Although Medicare does not pay for most 
nursing home care, you will still be able to get Medicare-covered 
benefits when you live in a nursing home. For example, if you 
have Medicare Part B, you will still be covered for your yearly flu 
shot and all other Medicare-covered preventive services. 

• Hospital Discharge: Many people enter a nursing home after 
a hospital stay. If you have Medicare and think you are being 
asked to leave the hospital too soon, you can ask for a review 
from your Quality Improvement Organization (QIO). 
Their telephone number is on the copy of An Important 
Message About Medicare Rights: Admission, Discharge, 
and Appeals that you got when you were admitted to the 
hospital. You must ask for the review by noon of the first 
working day after the hospital gives you a written “Notice of 
Non-Coverage.” You don't have to pay for your hospital stay 
while the QIO reviews your request. It can take up to three 
working days. 

• Skilled Nursing Care: If you need Medicare-covered skilled 
nursing care after a Medicare-covered hospital stay of three days 
or more, ask the nursing home staff if they provide the skilled 
care you need, and if the nursing home is Medicare-certified. For 
more information on Medicare coverage of skilled nursing 
facility care, look at www.medicare.gov on the web. Select 
“Publications” to look at or print a copy of the booklet Medicare 
Coverage of Skilled Nursing Facility Care (CMS Pub. No. 10153). 
You can also order a free copy by calling 1-800-MEDICARE 
(1-800-633-4227). TTY users should call 1-877-486-2048. 

Words in blue 
are defined on 
pages 58-59. 
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Welcome 1 
For Readers Who Are Helping Another Person 
Choose a Nursing Home: 

Many people who use this booklet provide care and/or help make health 
care decisions for another person. Choosing a nursing home is a difficult 
yet necessary decision many caregivers must help make. 

Your support can help make the change from living at home to living in 
a nursing home easier for your loved one. Be your loved one’s advocate 
by observing their care and living conditions and discussing concerns 
with the staff. 

Remember, it is important to include the person 
who needs nursing home care in making decisions 
whenever possible. Always keep their needs in mind. 
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1 Welcome 

How to Use This Booklet 

Is a nursing home your only choice for the care you need? 

Section 2 explains some of the long-term care choices that might 
be a better choice for you depending on your needs and resources. 

Do you need to find a nursing home? 

Section 3 gives you steps to find and compare nursing homes 
in your area and information about where to get answers to 
your questions. 

Do you want to know what to look for when you compare nursing 
homes? 

Section 4 is a handy tear-out checklist you can take on your 
visits to nursing homes so you know what to look for and what 
questions to ask. 

Made your nursing home choice? What's next? 

Section 5 tells you what information you need to have when 
you make your arrangements to enter a nursing home. 

6 Guide to Choosing a Nursing Home 



Welcome 1 
How to Use This Booklet (continued) 

How do you pay for nursing home and other health care? 

Section 6 explains how to pay for nursing home and other 
health care, including personal resources, help from your 
State, Medicaid, long-term care insurance, and Medicare. 

Now that you are in a nursing home, what do you need to know? 

Section 7 explains how to make a change from living at home 
to living in a nursing home easier, how to resolve problems, 
how your nursing home care is planned, and your resident 
rights and protections. 

Where can you get more information? 

Section 8 tells you how to get free Medicare booklets, 
information about specific health conditions and diseases, and 
important telephone numbers of organizations that can help 
answer your questions. 

What do the words in blue mean? 

Section 9 explains the words printed in blue throughout this 
booklet. 

How can I find specific information in this booklet? 

Section 10 is an index (alphabetical list) of what is in this 
booklet and the page number(s) where you can find specific 
topics. 

Words in blue 
are defined on 
pages 58-59. 
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1 Welcome 

Organization: 
Area Agency on Aging 
(AoA) 

Centers for 
Medicare & Medicaid 
Services (CMS) 

Eldercare Locator 

Long-Term Care 
Ombudsman 

State Health 
Insurance Assistance 
Program (SHIP) 

State Medical 
Assistance Office 

State Survey 
Agency 

How they can help: 
AoA is a Federal agency that can provide you with a list of the long-term 

you find where nursing homes are located. Look at www.aoa.gov on the 
web. Or, you can get the telephone number of your AoA from the 
Eldercare Locator at 1-800-677-1116 (weekdays 9:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. 
Eastern time). 

CMS has free booklets about Medicare coverage and other health related 
topics. See page 51. 

For information about the location and quality of nursing homes, look at 
www.medicare.gov on the web. Select “Nursing Home Compare.” Or, call 
1-800-MEDICARE (1-800-633-4227). This is a 24-hour Helpline. TTY 
users should call 1-877-486-2048. 

The Eldercare Locator is a nationwide toll-free service to help older adults 
and their caregivers find local services for seniors. 

9:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. Eastern time). 

Long-Term Care Ombudsman advocate for residents of nursing homes, 

telephone number in your State. They may refer you to a local office. 

give free health insurance counseling and assistance to people with 
Medicare. Call them with questions about Medicare, insurance and health 

in your State. 

incomes and limited resources. 
in your State. 

for the telephone number in your State. 

Look at 

Who Can Help Answer Questions? 

care choices in your State including community services. They can also help 

www.eldercare.gov on the web. Or, call them at 1-800-677-1116 (weekdays 

board and care homes, and assisted living facilities. See pages 55-57 for the 

SHIPs are State programs that get money from the Federal Government to 

plan decisions, and your rights. See pages 55-57 for the telephone number 

Your State Medical Assistance Office can give you information about State 
programs that help pay health and nursing home costs for people with low 

See pages 55-57 for the telephone number 

Your State Survey Agency can help you with questions or complaints about 
the quality of care or the quality of life in a nursing home. See pages 55-57 

For information about specific health conditions or diseases, see pages 52-54. 

8 Guide to Choosing a Nursing Home 



2Section 2: 
Choosing the Type of Care You Need 

Choosing a nursing home is a very important decision. You need to 
think about whether a nursing home is the best choice for you. A 
nursing home provides care to people who cannot be cared for at home 
or in the community. For people who can't take care of themselves due 
to physical, emotional, or mental problems, nursing homes can provide a 
wide range of personal care and health services. For many people, this 
care generally is custodial, or non-skilled. 

Care in a nursing home can be very expensive. Nursing homes usually 
provide 24-hour medical care as well as room, meals, activities, and some 
personal care. Most nursing homes charge a basic fee for room, meals, 
and some personal care. You may have to pay extra for other services or 
care for special medical needs. It is important to get a list of fees in 
advance and discuss these costs and how you will pay for them. For more 
information about paying for nursing homes, see page 35. 

A nursing home may not be your only choice for your personal care and 
health services. Depending on your needs and resources, there are other 
kinds of living and care choices available for long-term care. You can get 
long-term care at home, in senior centers, at community centers, or in 
special retirement or assisted living facilities. You may need help from 
family and friends, community services, and professional care agencies. 
You may wish to talk to your family, doctor, or a social worker to help 
decide what long-term care you need. 

Listed on the next few pages are some of the most common kinds of 
long-term care. These long-term care choices may be called by other 
names in different states. The services and costs may vary between 
facilities as well. Call your local Area Agency on Aging for a list of 
long-term care choices in your state. To get their telephone number look 
at www.aoa.gov on the web. Or, call the Eldercare Locator at 
1-800-677-1116 (weekdays 9:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. Eastern time) ask 
them for your local Area Agency on Aging telephone number. Ask your 
local Area Agency on Aging for a list of long-term choices in your state. 
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2 Choosing the Type of Care You Need 

Long-Term Care Choices Include: 

Community Services: There are a variety of community services that might 
help you with your personal activities. Some services, like volunteer groups 
that help with things like shopping or transportation, may be free. Some 
services may be available for a cost that can vary depending on where you live 
and the services you need. Below is a list of some home services and programs 
that are found in most communities: 

• Adult day care 
• Meal programs (like Meals-on-Wheels) 
• Senior centers 
• Friendly visitor programs 
• Help with shopping and transportation 
• Help with legal questions, bill paying, or other financial matters 

For information about community services, call your local Area Agency on 
Aging. You can get the telephone number of your local Area Agency on Aging 
by looking at www.aoa.gov on the web. Select “About AoA and the Aging 
Network.” Then select “Area Agencies on Aging.” Or, you can call the 
Eldercare Locator at 1-800-677-1116 (weekdays 9:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. 
Eastern time) for your local Area Agency on Aging telephone number. 

Home Care: Depending on your needs, you may be able to get help with your 
personal activities (for example, help with the laundry, shopping, cooking, and 
cleaning) at home from family members, friends, or volunteer groups. If you 
think you need home care, talk to your family to see if they can help with your 
care or help arrange for other care providers. 

There are also home health care agencies that give custodial and/or skilled 
nursing care in your home. Remember, Medicare only pays for home care if 
you meet certain conditions. To get a free copy of the Medicare booklet 
Medicare and Home Health Care (CMS Pub. No. 10969), see page 51. 
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2Choosing the Type of Care You Need 

Long-Term Care Choices Include: (continued) 

Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs): If you or a loved one owns a 
single-family home, an accessory dwelling unit (ADU) may help you keep 
your independence. An ADU, sometimes called an “in-law apartment,” an 
“accessory apartment,” or a “second unit,” is a second living space within a 
home or on a lot. It has a separate living and sleeping area, a place to cook, 
and a bathroom. Space such as an upper floor, basement, attic, or space over 
a garage may be turned into an ADU. Family members might be interested 
in living in an ADU in your home, or, you may want to build a separate 
living space at your family member's home. 

Check with your local zoning office to be sure ADUs are allowed in your 
area, and if there are special rules. The cost for an ADU can vary widely 
depending on how big it is, and how much it costs for building materials 
and workers. 

Subsidized Senior Housing: There are Federal and State programs that help pay 
for housing for some older people with low to moderate incomes. Some of these 
housing programs also offer help with meals and other activities like 
housekeeping, shopping, and doing the laundry. Residents usually live in their 
own apartments in the complex. Rent payments are usually a percentage of your 
income. 

Board and Care Homes: Board and care homes are group living arrangements 
designed to meet the needs of people who cannot live independently but do not 
need nursing home services. Most board and care homes provide help with some 
of the activities of daily living such as bathing, dressing, and using the 
bathroom. Board and care homes are sometimes called “group homes.” Many of 
these homes do not get payment from Medicare or Medicaid. The monthly 
charge is usually a percentage of your income. 

Words in blue 
are defined on 
pages 58-59. 
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2 Choosing the Type of Care You Need 

Long-Term Care Choices Include: (continued) 

Assisted Living Facilities: These facilities provide help with activities of 
daily living like bathing, dressing, and using the bathroom. They may also 
help with care most people do themselves like taking medicine or using 
eye drops and additional services like getting to appointments or preparing 
meals. Residents often live in their own room or apartment within a 
building or group of buildings and have some or all of their meals 
together. Social and recreational activities are usually provided. Some 
assisted living facilities have health services on site. In most cases, assisted 
living residents pay a regular monthly rent, and then pay additional fees 
for the services that they get. The term “Assisted Living” may mean 
different things in different facilities. Not all assisted living facilities 
provide the same services. It is important that you contact the facility and 
make sure they can provide you assistance to meet your needs. 

Continuing Care Retirement Communities (CCRCs): CCRCs are 
retirement communities with more than one kind of housing and different 
levels of care. Where you live depends on the level of care you need. In the 
same community, there may be individual homes or apartments for 
residents who still live on their own, an assisted living facility for people 
who need some help with daily care, and a nursing home for those who 
require higher levels of care. Residents move from one level to another 
based on their needs, but stay within the CCRC. 

If you are considering a CCRC, be sure to check the record of its nursing 
home. Your CCRC contract usually requires you to use the CCRC's 
nursing home if you need nursing home care. Some CCRC’s will only 
admit people into their nursing home if they have previously lived in 
another section of the retirement community, such as their assisted living 
or an independent area. Also, many CCRCs generally require a large 
payment before you move in (called an entry fee) and charge monthly fees. 
You can also find out if a CCRC is accredited and get advice on selecting 
this type of community from Continuing Care Accreditation Commission 
at 1-202-783-7286. Or, you can look at www.ccaconline.org on the web. 
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Choosing the Type of Care You Need 2
Long-Term Care Choices Include: (continued) 

Another Type of Care Available 

Hospice Care: Hospice is a special way of caring for people who are 
terminally ill, and for their family. This care includes physical care and 
counseling. The goal of hospice is to care for you and your family, not to 
cure your illness. If you qualify for hospice care, you can get medical and 
support services, including nursing care, medical social services, doctor services, 
counseling, homemaker services, and other types of services. You will have a team 
of doctors, nurses, home health aides, social workers, counselors and trained 
volunteers to help you and your family cope with your illness. In many cases, you 
and your family can stay together in the comfort of your home. Medicare covers 
hospice care if you qualify. Medicare does not pay for 24-hour assistance if you 
get hospice services at home. Depending on your condition, you may get hospice 
care in a hospice facility, hospital, or nursing home. Room and board are not 
covered if you get general hospice services while you are a resident of a nursing 
home or a hospice’s residential facility. However, room and board are covered for 
inpatient respite care and during short-term hospital stays. To get a free copy of 
the booklet Medicare Hospice Benefits (CMS Pub. No. 02154), see page 51. 

Some nursing homes may provide respite care. Respite care is inpatient care given 
to a hospice patient so that the usual caregiver can rest. Medicare covers respite 
care if you are getting covered hospice care. 
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2 Choosing the Type of Care You Need 

Getting More Information 

Before you choose the type of long-term care you need, you may want to get 
more information to help you make the best choice. Some free booklets can 
be ordered, and some information is available on the web. If you don't have 
a computer, your local library or senior center may be able to help you find 
the information on their computer. 

For more information on long-term care choices: 

• Look at www.medicare.gov on the web. Select “Publications” to 
look at or print a copy of the booklet Choosing Long-Term Care 
(CMS Pub. No. 02223). You can also order a free copy by calling 
1-800-MEDICARE (1-800-633-4227). TTY users should call 
1-877-486-2048. This booklet explains the long-term care choices 
listed in this section in more detail. It also tells you how to get more 
information and help with your questions. 

For more information on nursing homes: 

• You can get a copy of A Consumer's Guide to Nursing Facilities. This 
guide has information on the various types of long-term care 
facilities, how to choose the proper level of care, and what to look 
for in a long-term care insurance policy. To order your free copy, call 
1-800-628-8140 or, write to the American Health Care Association, 
1201 L Street NW, Washington, DC 20005. Or, look at 
www.longtermcareliving.com or www.ahca.org on the web. Select 
“Consumer Information.” 

• You can get information from the American Association of 
Homes and Services for the Aging (AAHSA) by calling 
1-800-508-9442 or looking at www.aahsa.org on the web. Select 
“Consumers.” Or, write to AAHSA at 2519 Connecticut Ave., 
NW, Washington, DC 20008. 
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Choosing a Nursing Home 
S 3ection 3: 

Choosing a Nursing Home 

Choosing a nursing home is an important decision. Only you can decide if a 
nursing home is the right choice for you. There are steps you can take to find the 
nursing home that is best for you. It's important to plan ahead. Planning ahead 
will help you make a nursing home choice that meets your needs and gives you 
good quality care. Finding the right nursing home is important because it may be 
your home for a short or long period of time. You want to be comfortable, secure, 
and cared for properly. 

The steps to choosing a nursing home are: 

1. Find out about the nursing homes in your area (see below and page 16). 

2. Find out how nursing homes compare in quality (see pages 16-18). 

3. Visit the nursing homes you are interested in, or have someone 
visit for you (see pages 18-22). 

4. Choose the nursing home that best meets your needs (see pages 23-26). 

Step 1: Find out about the nursing homes in 
your area. 

To find out about the nursing homes in your area: 

•  Look at www.medicare.gov on the web. Select “Nursing Home Compare.” 
You can find detailed information on nursing homes in your area. 

•  Ask the hospital's discharge planner or social worker for a list of local 
nursing homes, if you are in the hospital. They may help you find an 
available bed. Some nursing homes work together with hospitals, and some 
are independent. 

•  Visit or call your local social service agency or hospital. Ask to speak 
to a social worker or case manager who can help you find a nursing 
home in your area. 
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3 Choosing a Nursing Home 

This information 
will be available 
for the rest of the 
country in the 
fall of 2002. 

Step 1: Find out about the nursing homes in your 
area. (continued) 

To find out about the nursing homes in your area: (continued) 

• Ask people you trust, like your doctor, family, friends, neighbors, or 
clergy if they have had personal experience with nursing homes. They 
may be able to give you the name of a nursing home where they 
had a good experience. 

• Call your Area Agency on Aging. Their telephone number should be 
listed in your local telephone directory. This agency can give you 
information about the nursing homes in your area. You can get the 
telephone number of your local Area Agency on Aging by looking at 
www.aoa.gov on the web.  Select “About AoA and the Aging Network.” 
Then select “Area Agencies on Aging.” 

• Call the Eldercare Locator at 1-800-677-1116 (weekdays 9:00 a.m. to 
8:00 p.m. Eastern time) for information about nursing homes in your 
area. 

Step 2: Find out how nursing homes compare in 
quality. 

Quality care means doing the right thing, at the right time, in the right way 
for the right person, and having the best possible results. Nursing homes are 
certified to make sure they meet certain Federal health and safety 
requirements. To find out how nursing homes compare in quality in your area, 
look at www.medicare.gov on the web. Select “Nursing Home Compare.” You 
can compare the State inspection reports of the nursing homes in your area 
and look at other information, like resident characteristics and staffing levels. 

Starting spring 2002, for each nursing home in the states of Maryland, Ohio, 
Colorado, Rhode Island, Washington, and Florida, you can see quality 
information on “Nursing Home Compare,” including: 

• The Percentage of Residents Who Need More Help Doing Daily 
Activities than when their need for help was last assessed, like; 
1) feeding oneself, 2) moving from one chair to another, 3) changing 
positions while in bed, and 4) going to the bathroom alone. 
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Choosing a Nursing Home 3 
Step 2: Find out how nursing homes compare in 

quality. (continued) 

• The Percentage of Residents with Pressure (Bed) Sores. These are 
usually caused by constant pressure such as lying or sitting in one 
position for a very long time. 

• The Percentage of Residents Who Lost Too Much Weight, which 
might be unhealthy. 

• The Percentage of Residents with Pain. This is very bad pain that 
happens everyday, over the last 7 days, and is very bad or moderate. 

• The Percentage of Residents with Infections. These include 
pneumonia, wound infections, urinary tract or a bladder infection. 

• The Percentage of Residents in Physical Restraints. Physical restraints 
are any device that keeps a resident from moving freely, like ankle 
restraints, special types of vests, or chairs with lap trays. 

• The Percentage of Short-Stay Residents (residents who stay for less 
than 90 days) Who Improved in Walking. Short-stay residents are in 
the nursing home less than 90 days. Improvement in walking is an 
increase in a resident’s ability to walk with little or no help at all. 

• The Percentage of Short-Stay Residents with Pain. 

• The Percentage of Short-Stay Residents with Delirium, which is a 
mix of short-term problems with focusing or shifting attention, being 
confused and not being aware of one's surroundings. These symptoms 
may appear suddenly and can be reversible. (Note that delirium is not 
“senility,” which is more about learning and memory problems.) 

Other ways to find out about nursing home quality: 

• Ask friends and other people you know if they are or were satisfied 
with the quality of care. 

• Call the local office of consumer affairs for your state. Ask if they 
have information on the quality of nursing homes (look in the blue 
pages of your telephone book for their telephone number). 
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3 

“I called the Long-
Term Care 
Ombudsman’s 
Office for 
information on 
nursing homes in 
my town.” 

Take the 
Nursing Home 
Checklist on 
pages 27-32 
with you when 
you visit. Fill it 
out and 
compare the 
nursing homes 
in your area. 

Choosing a Nursing Home 

Step 2: Find out how nursing homes compare 
in quality (continued). 

Other ways to find out about nursing home quality: (continued) 

• Call your State health department. Ask if they have information 
on the quality of nursing homes (look in the blue pages of your 
telephone book for their telephone number). 

• Call your Long-Term Care Ombudsman (see pages 55-57). The 
Ombudsman program helps residents of nursing homes solve 
problems by acting on their behalf. Ombudsmen visit nursing 
homes and speak with residents throughout the year to make sure 
residents' rights are protected. They are a very good source of 
general information about nursing homes and can work to solve 
problems with your nursing home care, including financial 
issues. They may be able to help you compare the nursing home's 
strengths and weaknesses. Ask them questions like how many 
complaints they have gotten about a nursing home, what kind of 
complaints they were, and if the problems were resolved. 

Step 3: Visit the nursing homes you are 
interested in, or have someone visit for 
you. 

Before you make a decision about the nursing home, visit the nursing 
homes you are interested in. A visit gives you the chance to see the 
residents, staff, and facility. It also allows you to talk with nursing home 
staff, with the people who live and get care at the nursing home and their 
family members. Be sure to call the nursing home office and make an 
appointment to tour the nursing home before you visit. 

If you can't visit the nursing home yourself, you may want to get a family 
member or friend to visit for you. If a family member or friend can't visit 
for you, you can call for information. However, a visit gives you a better 
way to see the quality of care and life the residents get. 
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Choosing a Nursing Home 3
Step 3: Visit the nursing homes you are interested 

in, or have someone visit for you. 
(continued) 

Listed below are some tips to help you get ready for your visit: 

1. Get Information, see below. 

2. Visit the Nursing Home, see page 20. 

3. Ask Questions, see pages 21-22. 

Get Information 

Call About Services: 

• What services does the nursing home provide? 

Call About Fees: 

• Do they charge a basic fee for room, meals, and personal care? 

• Do they charge extra for other services or care for special medical 
needs? 

See the Inspection Report: 

• Get a copy of the nursing home inspection report from “Nursing 
Home Compare” at www.medicare.gov on the web (see page 27). 
The inspection report tells you how well the nursing home meets 
Federal health and safety requirements. 

• The nursing home must have the results of the most recent survey of 
the facility done by Federal or State surveyors available for you to 
look at. 
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3 Choosing a Nursing Home 

Step 3: Visit the nursing homes you are interested 
in, or have someone visit for you. 
(continued) 

Visit the Nursing Home 

Review Information: 

• Before your visit, go over any information you have already gathered. 

Take a Formal Tour: 

• Make an appointment with the nursing home before you visit. 

• Take a formal tour with a nursing home staff member. 

• Ask questions during your tour (see page 21 and pages 27-32), 
including questions about the quality measures from “Nursing Home 
Compare,” at www.medicare.gov on the web. 

• Look around to get a better picture of the services, activities, and 
quality of care and life for the residents. 

Remember, take the Nursing Home Checklist on pages 27-32 with you when 
you visit. Fill it out and use it to compare the nursing homes in your area. 

Visit Again: 

• Revisit the nursing home a second time, on a different day and at 
a different time of the day than when you first visited. Staffing can 
be different at different times of the day, and on weekends. 

• Try to visit during the late morning or midday. This allows you 
to see the residents when they are out of bed, eating, and going to 
activities. 

Go to Council Meetings: 

• Ask a nursing home staff member if you can get permission from the 
resident’s or family council’s participants to attend a meeting of 
the nursing homes’ resident council and/or family council meeting. 
These councils are usually organized and managed by the resident's 
families to improve the quality of care and life for the residents and 
address concerns. 
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Choosing a Nursing Home 3 
Step 3: Visit the nursing homes you are interested 

in, or have someone visit for you. 
(continued) 

Ask Questions 

Use the Nursing Home Checklist: 

• Ask questions from the Nursing Home Checklist (see pages 27-32). 
The Nursing Home Checklist can help you to know what to look for 
and what questions to ask so you can compare nursing homes. This 
checklist has questions about basic information, resident appearance, 
nursing home living spaces, staff, residents' rooms, hallways, stairs, 
lounges, bathrooms, menus and food, activities, and safety and care. 

For example: 

■ Is the nursing home certified by Medicare and Medicaid? 

■ Is there a bed available? (Is there a waiting list?) 

■ Is the nursing home easy to visit for family and friends? 

■ Ask to see a copy of the nursing home's most recent inspection 
report. If any deficiencies were found, ask if they have been 
corrected and ask to see the plan correction. 

Ask about Satisfaction: 

• Talk to staff, residents, and family members if you can. Ask them if 
they are satisfied with the nursing home and its services. 

Other Questions: 

• Write down any questions you still have about the nursing home or 
how the nursing home will meet your needs. 
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3 Choosing a Nursing Home 

Step 3: Visit the nursing homes you are interested 
in, or have someone visit for you. 
(continued) 

Ask Questions (continued) 

Other Questions: (continued) 

• Ask the staff about the quality information from “Nursing Home 
Compare,” at www.medicare.gov on the web. This may help you 
compare nursing homes. 

• Ask the staff to explain anything you see and hear that you don't 
understand. For example, a person may be calling out. It may be 
because they are confused, not because they are being hurt or 
neglected. Don't be afraid to ask questions. 

Don't go into resident rooms or care areas without checking with the 
resident and nursing home staff first. Residents have a right to privacy. 
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3Choosing a Nursing Home 

Step 4: Choose the nursing home that best meets 
your needs. 

When you have all the information about the nursing homes you are 
interested in, discuss it with your family, friends, doctor, clergy, spiritual 
advisor, or social worker. Talk with people who understand your personal 
and health care needs. They can help you make a choice that best meets 
your needs. 

If you are helping someone who is about to go into a nursing home, get 
him or her involved in making the decision as much as possible. People who 
are involved from the beginning are better prepared when they move into a 
nursing home. If the person you are helping is not alert or able to 
communicate well, keep his or her values and preferences in mind. Finding 
a nursing home that has the right services, and a pleasant comfortable 
atmosphere, often requires a lot of planning. 

If you find more than one nursing home you like with a bed available, use 
all the information you get to compare them. Trust your senses. If you don't 
like what you see on a visit, if the facility isn't clean, or if you weren't 
comfortable talking to the nursing home staff, you may want to choose 
another nursing home. If you feel that the residents are treated well, the 
facility is clean, and the staff is helpful, you might feel better about your 
decision. Remember that the appearance of a nursing home is not as 
important as the quality of care and life, and a friendly, caring atmosphere. 

Important: If you visit a nursing home that you don’t like, you don’t have 
to choose to go there. Making a good choice for quality care is important. If 
you are in a hospital, talk to the hospital discharge planner or your doctor 
before you decide not to go to a nursing home that has an available bed. 
They may be able to help you find a more suitable nursing home, or 
arrange for other care, like short-term home care, until a bed is available at 
another nursing home you choose. You may be billed for any additional 
days you stay in the hospital. 
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3 Choosing a Nursing Home 

Step 4: Choose the nursing home that best meets 
your needs. (continued) 

Important: (continued) 

Moving is difficult, so try not to move more than once. However, an extra 
move may be better for you than choosing to go to a facility that is not 
right for you. Be sure to explain to your doctor or discharge planner why 
you are not happy with a facility they may be recommending. 

Once in the nursing home, if you find that you don't like the nursing home 
you chose, you can move to another facility with an available bed. The 
nursing home you leave may require that you let them know ahead of time 
that you are planning to leave. Talk to the nursing home staff about their 
rules for leaving. If you don't follow the rules for leaving, you may have to 
pay extra fees. 

Some important things to think about when making your choice: 

Each nursing home is different. Spend time with your family thinking 
about what is important to you. The list below can help you see how 
nursing homes may vary. 

Quality of Life: Does the staff treat residents in a respectful way? Are there 
a variety of social, recreational, religious, or cultural activities? Do the 
residents have choices over their schedule and living space? Do the residents 
have privacy for visits or personal care? 

Quality of Care: Are there enough staff? Are residents getting the care they 
need? Can residents still see their personal doctors? Does the nursing home 
have any quality of care deficiencies? What did the quality information at 
www.medicare.gov on “Nursing Home Compare”show about this nursing 
home? 

Location: Is the nursing home close to family and friends so they can visit 
often? Frequent visits are the best way to make sure that you or your loved 
one does well in the nursing home. Having visitors can make the transition 
to the nursing home easier for you and your family. Visitors can also help 
support you or act on your behalf by bringing concerns to the nursing 
home’s resident council and/or family council. 
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Choosing a Nursing Home 3 
Step 4: Choose the nursing home that best meets 

your needs. (continued) 

Some important things to think about when making your choice: (continued) 

Availability: Is a bed available now, or can you add your name to a waiting 
list? Remember, nursing homes do not have to accept all applicants, but they 
must comply with Civil Rights laws that prohibit discrimination based on 
race, color, national origin, disability, age, or religion under certain conditions. 

Staffing: Do the Certified Nursing Assistants (CNAs) work with a reasonable 
number of residents on the day shift? Is there a doctor available? Are therapy 
staff available? 

Religious and Cultural Preferences: Does the nursing home offer the religious 
or cultural support you need? Do they provide any special diet your faith 
practice requires? 

Language: Is your primary language spoken at the nursing home by staff or 
residents? Being able to communicate with others is important. 

Policies: Policies are rules that all residents must follow. They may be different in 
each nursing home. Are you comfortable with the policies? For example, 
smoking may not be allowed or may be restricted to certain areas of the nursing 
home. 

Services and Fees: Does the nursing home have the services you need? Nursing 
homes must tell you in writing about their services, charges, and fees before you 
move into the home. Get a copy of the fee schedule to find out which services 
are available, which are included in your monthly fee, and which services cost 
extra. Then you can compare the costs of different nursing homes. 

Security: Does the nursing home provide a safe environment? Is there a guard at 
the door? Is the nursing home locked at night? Are there special “Wander 
Guards” to help keep residents who may become confused in the facility? 

Words in blue 
are defined on 
pages 58-59. 
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3 Choosing a Nursing Home 

Step 4: Choose the nursing home that best meets 
your needs. (continued) 

Some important things to think about when making your choice: (continued) 

Preventive Care: Does the nursing home make sure that residents get preventive 
care to help keep them healthy? Does the nursing home have a screening 
program for immunizations such as Flu (influenza) and pneumonia? 

Hospitals: Does the nursing home have an arrangement with a nearby hospital 
for emergencies? Can your doctor care for you at that hospital? 

Accredited (accreditation): Is the nursing home accredited by the Joint 
Commission on the Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations (JCAHO)? 
Being accredited is like having a “seal of approval.” It means the nursing home 
meets certain standards for care that JCAHO sets. You can find information on 
accreditation of nursing homes in your area at www.jcaho.org on the web. Select 
“Quality Check.” 

Licensed: Are the nursing home and current administrator required to be 
licensed in your State? If so, are they? This means that they have met certain 
standards set by a State or local government agency. 

Certified (certification): If you are getting skilled care, and Medicare or 
Medicaid are paying for your care, make sure the nursing home is Medicare- and 
Medicaid certified. This means the nursing home has passed an inspection 
survey done by a State government agency. Medicare and Medicaid will only pay 
for care in a certified nursing home. Being certified is not the same as being 
accredited. Also, some nursing homes set aside only a few beds for Medicare or 
Medicaid residents. 
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Nursing Home Checklist
S 4ection 4: 

✓ 
This checklist can help you look at and compare the nursing homes that you visit. 
Look at the checklist before you go on your nursing home visit or tour. This will give 
you an idea about the kinds of questions to ask and what you should look for as you 
tour the facility and see the staff and the residents. Some of these questions may be 
more personally important to you and your family, and some are more important for 
finding out about the quality of care the residents get. Use a new checklist for each 
nursing home you visit. You can photocopy the checklist or print out additional 
copies from “Nursing Home Compare” at www.medicare.gov on the web. 

Compare 
W
Overview 
Nursing Home Compar

elcome to Nursing Home 

e 

Use your completed checklist with the quality information on 
www.medicare.gov at “Nursing Home Compare”on the web to help you 
compare the nursing homes you are interested in. 

“Nursing Home Compare” at www.medicare.gov on the web includes 
information such as: 

• The number of beds at the facility, and how many are being used 
(occupied). 

• The number of staff working at the facility. 

• Information about the residents (a profile). 

• Nursing home inspection summary results. 

• Quality measures for each nursing home, coming soon! 

“Nursing Home Compare” is If you don't have a computer, your local library or senior center may be 
updated monthly. The nursing able to help you find this information on their computer. Or, call 
home may have more current 1-800-MEDICARE (1-800-633-4227) and a Customer Service 
information. Representative will read this information to you. TTY users should 

call 1-877-486-2048. 

Use “Nursing Home Compare” on www.medicare.gov to help compare nursing homes. 27
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