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Colorado Nursing Home Ratings on the Web 

	by Laura Landwirth 

Beginning in April, Colorado residents will be able to go to the Internet to see how the federal government grades area nursing homes for quality. Colorado is one of six states to participate in this pilot program developed by the federal Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services to rate nursing homes by capturing and reporting data on 10 "quality indicators." 

Nursing homes, which already have a standardized system for reporting resident assessment data to the federal government, are the first group of health providers to have data published under the government's new plan. Other providers, such as hospitals, will follow.

The 10 quality indicators to be revealed in this six-state pilot project - Colorado is joined by Florida, Maryland, Ohio, Rhode Island and Washington - were selected by a committee of the National Quality Forum, a private agency charged with improving the nation's health care through measurement and public reporting.

As a nonprofit organization that represents most of Colorado's nursing homes, assisted living centers, adult day centers, and businesses offering services to the aging, we endorse this initiative. Consumers deserve easy access to information that can help them to make difficult and intelligent decisions for loved ones.

A caution, though. While the nursing home quality data will be helpful, it is important to remember the data are relative. A facility that specializes in skin care, for example, may provide excellent care but rate lower because it has a larger population of residents with pressure ulcers. Or a facility with a hospice care unit may rate lower for weight loss, since many residents experience unavoidable weight loss at the end of life. Like our state's testing and rating system for schools, numbers will not paint the entire picture of a facility. Instead, the quality indicators should be just one of the tools Coloradans use to evaluate and select a nursing home. 

The 10 items that will be tracked and published include seven factors involving chronic care (weight loss, infections, decline in activities of daily living, pressure ulcers, use of physical restraints, use of antipsychotic drugs and pain management), and three related to post-acute care (improvement in walking, management of delirium and, again, pain management).

This initiative is one of the first of several under discussion for helping the public understand what quality care is and how they can track change. If knowledge leads to good decision-making, then information posted to the web will help Coloradans make smarter decisions.

What other factors should be considered when looking for a quality nursing home, or for that matter, any senior living or care environment? Usually, quality starts at the top and extends to the frontline caregivers. Strong leadership, nursing, medical direction and pharmacy services that understand and support geriatric care will lead to a quality environment. Empowered and knowledgeable staff will have clear direction, clinical tools and processes in place, and these procedures will be continuously improved over time. 

To find that type of quality, visit several nursing homes in the community that meet your needs and budget. Look for signs that residents are treated with dignity, activities are plentiful and engaging, food is balanced and tastes good, help is readily available, and the overall impression of the facility is homelike. Your ears, eyes and, yes, nose are some of the best tools for judging which facility will be best for you or a loved one. By all means, make these visits before a crisis arises.. 

We still have a lot to learn about measuring quality in health care and using that information to improve services in our communities. The federal initiative being tested in our state in April is a laudable start. For consumers looking into a nursing home, check out www.medicare.gov or visit the Colorado Association of Homes and Services for the Aging web site at www.cahsa.org, where a link will be established to the new data. 

Laura Landwirth is the executive director of the Colorado Association of Homes and Services for the Aging. She has been involved in senior health housing and health care for 18 years. 
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