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Understanding Long-Term Care 
Chapter 1

1. Compare long-term care to other
healthcare settings

Welcome to the world of health care. Health
care is found in many different places. Nurs-
ing assistants work in many of these settings.
In each, similar tasks will be done. However,
each setting is also unique.

This textbook will focus on settings that pro-
vide long-term care. Long-term care (LTC) is
for people who need 24-hour care. It assists
those with ongoing conditions. Other terms
for long-term care facilities are:

• nursing homes

• nursing facilities

• skilled nursing facilities

• extended care facilities

The people who live in these facilities may be
disabled and/or elderly. They may come from
hospitals or other facilities. Some will have a
terminal illness. Terminal means the person
is expected to die from the illness. Some peo-
ple come to nursing homes for conditions
that need care for six months or longer. Other
people come for short stays. Some people re-
cover. They may return to their homes or to
assisted living facilities.

Most conditions seen in nursing homes are
chronic. This means they last a long period of

time, even a lifetime. Chronic conditions in-
clude physical disabilities, heart disease,
stroke, and dementia. (You will learn more
about these disorders and diseases in chapter
18.) In a nursing home, you will form relation-
ships with residents for longer than in other
healthcare settings.

While people live in this type of facility, it is
their home. This is why the people who live
there are called residents (Fig. 1-1). It will be
a resident’s home until he or she returns
home, moves to another place, or dies.

Fig. 1-1. A long-term care facility is the resident’s home. 
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Other types of healthcare settings are:

Acute care is given in hospitals and ambula-
tory surgical centers. It is for people who have
an immediate illness. People are admitted for
short stays for surgery or diseases. Acute care
is 24-hour skilled care for temporary, but seri-
ous, illnesses or injuries (Fig. 1-2). Skilled
care is medically necessary care given by a
skilled nurse or therapist. This care is available
24 hours a day. It is ordered by a doctor, and
involves a treatment plan.

Fig. 1-2. Acute care is performed in hospitals.

Subacute care can be given in a hospital or in
a nursing home. The residents need more care
and observation than some long-term care fa-
cilities can give. The cost is usually less than a
hospital but more than long-term care. You
will learn about subacute care in chapter 22.

Outpatient care is usually given for less than
24-hours. It is for people who have had treat-
ments or surgery that need short-term skilled
care.

Rehabilitation is care given by a specialist.
Physical, occupational, and speech therapists
restore or improve function after an illness or
injury.

In assisted living, residents need some help
with daily care, such as showers, meals, and
dressing. They may also need help with med-
ications. Staff give whatever daily care the resi-
dent needs. Residents who live in assisted
living facilities are generally more independ-
ent. They do not usually need skilled care.

Assisted living facilities allow independent liv-
ing in a home-like environment. An assisted
living facility may be attached to a long-term
care facility. It may also stand alone.

Home health care takes place in a person’s
home (Fig. 1-3). In some ways, working as a
home health aide is similar to working as a
nursing assistant. Almost all care in this text-
book applies to home health aides. Most of the
personal care and basic nursing procedures
are the same. Home health aides may also
clean, shop for groceries, do laundry, and
cook.

Fig. 1-3. Home care is performed in a person’s home.

Home health aides may have more contact
with the family. They also will work more in-
dependently, although a supervisor monitors
their work. The advantage of home health care
is that clients do not have to leave home. They
may have lived there for many years. Staying
at home may be comforting.

Adult daycare is given at a facility during
daytime work hours. Generally, adult daycare
cares for people who need some help but are
not seriously ill or disabled. Adult daycare cen-
ters give different levels of care.
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federal agency within the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services. CMS runs two
national healthcare programs, Medicare and
Medicaid. They both help pay for health care
and health insurance for millions of Ameri-
cans. CMS has many other responsibilities as
well.

Fig. 1-4. The CMS web site.

Medicare is a health insurance program for
people who are 65 or older. It also covers peo-
ple younger than 65 who are disabled or ill
and cannot work.

Medicare has two parts: Hospital Insurance
(Part A), and Medical Insurance (Part B). Part
A helps pay for care from a hospital, skilled
nursing facility, home health agency, or hos-
pice. Part B helps pay for physician services
and other medical services and equipment.
Medicare covers a percentage of healthcare
costs. Medicare will only pay for care it deter-
mines to be medically necessary.

Medicaid is a medical assistance program for
low-income people. It is funded by both the
federal government and each state. Eligibility
is determined by income and special circum-
stances. People must qualify for this program.

Medicare and Medicaid pay long-term care fa-
cilities a fixed amount for services. This is
based on the resident’s need upon admission. 

Adult daycare can also provide a break for
spouses, family members, and friends. A cen-
ter may be a part of another facility, or it may
stand alone. The daily fee is usually much less
than the cost of a long-term care facility.

Hospice care is for people who have six
months or less to live. A doctor decides this.
Hospice workers give physical and emotional
care and comfort. They also support families.
Hospice care can take place in facilities or in
homes.

Residents’ diagnoses, or medical conditions,
will vary. The stages of illnesses or diseases af-
fect how sick people are and how much care
they will need. The job of nursing assistants
will also vary. This is due to the person’s differ-
ent symptoms, abilities, and needs.

This textbook focuses on care for residents liv-
ing in long-term care settings. Acute care facil-
ities will not be covered. Subacute care will be
covered in some depth later in the textbook.

2. Describe a typical long-term care
facility

A long-term care facility may give only skilled
nursing care. It may offer assisted living, de-
mentia care, or even subacute care. Some fa-
cilities offer specialized care. Others care for
all types of residents. The typical long-term
care facility offers personal care for all resi-
dents and focused care for residents with spe-
cial needs. When specialized care is offered,
the employees must have special training. Res-
idents with similar needs may be placed in
units together.

For-profit companies or nonprofit organiza-
tions can own facilities.

3. Explain Medicare and Medicaid

The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services
(CMS), was formerly known as the Health
Care Finance Administration (HCFA). It is a
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4. Describe the long-term care survey
process

Inspections are done to make sure long-term
care facilities (and home health agencies) fol-
low state and federal regulations. Inspections
are done every nine to 15 months by the state
agency that licenses facilities. These inspec-
tions are called surveys. They may be done
more often if a facility has been cited. To cite
means to find a problem through a survey. In-
spections may be done less often if the facility
has a good record. Inspection teams include a
variety of trained healthcare professionals.

Surveyors study how well staff care for its resi-
dents. They focus on how residents’ nutri-
tional, physical, psychosocial, and spiritual
needs are met. They do this by interviewing
residents and family. They observe staff’s in-
teractions with residents and care given. They
review resident charts. They observe meals.
Surveys are one reason the “paperwork” part of
a nursing assistant’s job is so important. You
will learn more about this throughout the 
textbook.

If a facility is cited for not following a federal
regulation, surveyors use federal tags (F-tags)
to note these problems. 

When surveyors are in your facility, try not to
be nervous. Give the same great care you do
every day. Answer any questions to the best of
your ability. If you do not know the answer, be
honest. Never guess. Tell the surveyor that you
do not know the answer but will find out as
quickly as possible. Then do just that. Do not
offer any information unless asked.

5. Explain policies and procedures

All facilities must have manuals outlining poli-
cies and procedures. A policy is a course of
action to be followed. A very basic policy is
that healthcare information must remain con-
fidential. A procedure is a method, or way, of

doing something. A facility will have a proce-
dure for reporting information about resi-
dents. The procedure explains what form to
complete, when and how often to fill it out,
and to whom it is given. You will be told
where to find a list of policies and procedures
that all staff are expected to follow.

Common policies at long-term care facilities
include:

• All resident information must stay 
confidential. 

• The plan of care must always be followed.

• Nursing assistants should not do tasks not
included in the job description.

• Nursing assistants must report important
events or changes in residents to a nurse.

• Personal problems must not be discussed
with the resident or the resident’s family.

• Nursing assistants should not take money
or gifts from residents or their families
(Fig. 1-5).

• Nursing assistants must be on time for
work. They must be dependable.

Fig. 1-5. Nursing assistants should not accept money or
gifts from residents or their families because it could
lead to conflict.

Everyone needs a reminder on how to do a
task from time to time. Do not hesitate to look
at the procedure manual to review steps. Nurs-
ing assistants who ask questions when they
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are unsure give safer resident care. Always ask
if you have questions.

Your employer will have policies and proce-
dures for every resident care situation. Written
procedures may seem long and complicated,
but each step is important. Become familiar
with your facility’s policies and procedures.

6. Describe residents who live in long-
term care facilities

There are some general statements that can be
made about residents in nursing homes. How-
ever, more important than understanding the
entire population is understanding the individ-
uals for whom you will care. Make sure you
know how to care for residents based on their
needs, illnesses, and preferences.

According to the National Center for Health
Statistics, almost 91 percent of long-term care
residents in the U.S. are over age 65. Only
nine percent are younger than 65. Almost 72
percent of residents are female (Fig. 1-6).
More than 85 percent are Caucasian. This is a
much larger percentage than the U.S. popula-
tion as a whole. About one-third of residents
come from a private residence. Over 50 per-
cent come from a hospital or other facility.

Fig. 1-6. Women make up a higher percentage of nurs-
ing home residents.

The length of stay of almost one-half of resi-
dents is six months or more. The length of
stay is the number of days a person stays in a
healthcare facility. These residents need
enough help with their activities of daily living
that 24-hour care is needed. Often, they did
not have caregivers available to give enough
care for them to live in the community. The
groups with the longest average stay are the
mentally retarded and developmentally dis-
abled. They are often younger than 65. You
will learn more about these groups in chapter
18.

The other half of residents stay for less than
six months. This group generally falls into two
categories. The first is residents admitted for
terminal care. They will die in the facility. The
second category is residents admitted for reha-
bilitation or illness. They will recover and re-
turn to the community. As you can imagine,
care of these residents may be very different.

Various studies place the number of nursing
home residents with dementia between 50 and
90 percent. Dementia is defined as a serious
loss of mental abilities. These include think-
ing, remembering, reasoning, and communi-
cating. Dementia and other mental disorders
are major causes of nursing home admissions.
Many residents are admitted with other disor-
ders. However, the disorders are often not the
reason for admission. It is most often the lack
of ability to care for oneself and lack of a sup-
port system that leads people into a facility.

A support system is vital in allowing the eld-
erly to live outside a facility. For every elderly
person in a long-term care facility, at least two
with the same disorders and disabilities live in
the community.

You may see this lack of outside support
among your residents. It is one reason you
will care for the “whole person,” instead of
only the illness or disease. Residents have
many needs besides bathing, eating and 
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drinking, and toileting. These needs will go
unmet if staff do not work to meet them.

Chapter Review

1. Which of these statements about long-term
care is true?
a. Long-term care is for people who need

24-hour care and assistance for condi-
tions that are long-term.

b. Long-term care is for people who have
chronic conditions.

c. Long-term care is for people who have
terminal illnesses.

d. All of the above

2. What are some ways that working as a
home health aide is different than working
as a nursing assistant in long-term care?
a. Home health aides do not have to

bathe residents.
b. Home health aides do not have 

supervision.
c. Home health aides may have to clean

the home and cook meals.
d. Home health aides do not have to shop

for groceries.

3. What types of services may a long-term
care facility give?

4. Briefly describe what the Medicare and
Medicaid programs do. 

5. List three ways that surveyors decide how
well a facility cares for its residents. 

6. Define policies and procedures. List four
examples of facility policies.

7. Almost 91 percent of residents in nursing
homes are over what age?

8. Who makes up the majority of nursing
home residents—men or women?
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