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National Academies Report Calls for Substantial Reforms for US Nursing Homes
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The way in which care in US nursing homes is funded, delivered, and regulated “is ineffective,
inefficient, fragmented, and unsustainable” and requires immediate action to make comprehensive
changes, according to a new report from the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and
Medicine (NASEM).

Longstanding deficiencies were underscored by the COVID-19 pandemic’s sobering toll on
nursing home residents and their families, as well as on nursing home staff. As of February 2022,
more than 149 000 nursing home residents and more than 2200 staff members had died of
COVID-19.

The pandemic revealed and amplified shortcomings in nursing home care, such as “inadequate
staffing levels, poor infection control, failures in oversight and regulation, and deficiencies that result
in actual patient harm,” according to the 604-page report, the organization’s first comprehensive
look at nursing homes since a 1986 report published by the Institute of Medicine.

The new report, written by NASEM’s Committee on the Quality of Care in Nursing Homes, cites
decades-long “underinvestment in ensuring the quality of care and a lack of accountability for how
resources are allocated.” Factors such as poor pay and benefits and inadequate training for nursing
home staff, weak support for oversight and regulatory activities by state agencies, and lack of
transparency about finances, operations, and ownership of nursing homes have not been addressed,
to the detriment of care delivered by the nursing home sector.

To address an overarching goal of delivering comprehensive, person-centered care, nursing
homes should have a resident care planning process in place that includes identifying care
preferences of residents and their families and documenting those preferences in the resident’s care
plan, the committee said. That process should also address medical, psychosocial, and behavioral
health needs, and the care plan should be reviewed on a quarterly basis, at a minimum.

The report also urges nursing home owners, with support from the Centers for Medicare &
Medicaid Services (CMS) and other federal agencies, to construct new facilities and renovate older
ones to offer smaller and more home-like settings. Inclusion of single-occupancy bedrooms and
private bathrooms in such facilities could both help prevent the spread of infection and enhance
residents’ quality of life.

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, many nursing homes lacked adequate expertise and
experience in infection prevention and control practices, the report said, noting that infection control
was cited as the top deficiency in nursing homes in 2016. To better prepare nursing homes for
emergencies of all types—and to help ensure that they have access to important resources such as
personal protective equipment and ongoing assistance—the committee recommended their
inclusion in emergency planning, preparedness, and response at the federal, state, and local levels.

The report also said that increasing the numbers and qualifications of all types of nursing home
workers—and providing “the necessary incentives and supports” to do so—is a key element in
improving care for nursing home residents.

“Workers in nursing homes are often underappreciated, undercompensated, and
underprepared for their roles in providing increasingly complex care,” they wrote. “Decades of
evidence support the need to enhance their training, salaries, and working conditions, yet little
progress has been made to improve the quality of these jobs.”
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The committee said that it recognized that because of currently “dire staffing situations” faced
by many nursing homes, mostly because of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, this
recommendation may be concerning. However, it noted that “robust evidence” demonstrates that
requiring greater numbers of more qualified nursing home staff improves quality of care.

The committee also called for immediately implementing requirements for round-the-clock
registered nurse staffing and a full-time social worker (with a minimum of a bachelor’s degree in
social work and a year of supervised work in a health care setting) for all nursing facilities.

Increased transparency and accountability are needed to help evaluate how Medicare and
Medicaid payments are spent and how different types of ownership and spending patterns affect the
quality of care, the committee said. To address this need, the report recommends collecting,
auditing, and making publicly available detailed facility-level data about the finances, ownership, and
operations of all nursing homes.

Other recommendations included new measures aimed at improving oversight of nursing
homes. Currently, states work with the federal government in nursing home quality assurance by
conducting inspections to assess the facilities’ compliance with CMS requirements, but the
inspection process often fails to identify or prevent recurrence of serious care problems. The
committee called for CMS to step up its currently inadequate oversight and recommended that
oversight agencies respond more forcefully to nursing home owners who have demonstrated a
pattern of poor-quality care across facilities, such as by denying licensure for new nursing homes or
renewals of licensure for existing facilities.

The report also said a more rational and robust system of financing nursing home care is needed
and recommended moving toward a federal benefit “that would expand access and advance equity
for all adults who need long-term care, including nursing home care.” It calls on the Secretary of
Health and Human Services to study ways in which this federal benefit would be designed to avoid
challenges faced by previous efforts to expand long-term care coverage.

In his State of the Union address last month, President Biden recommended several reforms to
improve nursing home care that were included in the NASEM report committee, including minimum
staffing standards, increased oversight, and improved financial transparency.
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