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ABSTRACT
Background: US nursing homes (NHs) have struggled to overcome a historic pandemic that laid bare limi-
tations in the number and clinical expertise of NH staff.
Problem: For nurse staffing, current regulations require only one registered nurse (RN) on duty 8 consecutive
hours per day, 7 days per week, and one RN on call when a licensed practical/vocational nurse is on duty.
There is no requirement for a degreed or licensed social worker, and advanced practice registered nurses
(APRNs) in NHs cannot bill for services.
Approach: It is time to establish regulation that mandates a 24-hour, 7-day-a-week, on-site RN presence
at a minimum requirement of 1 hour per resident-day that is adjusted upward for greater resident acuity and
complexity. Skilled social workers are needed to improve the quality of care, and barriers for APRN billing for
services in NHs need to be removed.
Conclusions: Coupling enhanced RN and social work requirements with access to APRNs can support staff
and residents in NHs.
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US nursing homes (NHs) are struggling to
overcome a historic pandemic that laid

bare limitations in both the number and clin-
ical expertise of NH staff. NH residents are
frail and complex; more than 60% of resi-
dents are wheelchair dependent and unable to
walk without extensive assistance, nearly half
of residents (46%) have a dementia diagnosis,
and nearly 64% use a psychoactive medication.1
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Yet, minimum federal requirements for NH
staffing across professions have not changed in
decades, nor have requirements kept up with the
increasing complexity of resident care. Specif-
ically, higher registered nurse (RN) staffing is
associated with fewer pressure ulcers/injury, de-
creased infections, improved pain management,
less dependence in activities of daily living,
and decreased inappropriate antipsychotic use.2-8

Moreover, having a degreed social worker within
the NH increases the odds of screening for
resident depression, improves intervention for
resident-to-resident aggression, and contributes
to successful advance care planning.9-11 Although
social work was not the sole focus, research
has identified that fewer hours worked by non-
nursing care support NH staff, which includes
social work, are associated with poorer resident
quality-of-life outcomes.12

Most NHs follow the minimum federal regu-
lations for staffing.13 These regulations require
1 RN on duty 8 consecutive hours per day, 7
days per week, and 1 RN on call when a licensed
practical nurse (LPN) is on duty.14-16 The national
average for licensed nursing staff hours per res-
ident is 1 hour 44 minutes per day (RN = 46
minutes; LPN/licensed vocational nurse [LVN] =
58 minutes).17 As noted by Kolanowski et al,13

the general public believes that NH staffing is
adequate and that RNs play a significant role
in the care of NH residents. Yet, 75% of NHs
never meet the Centers for Medicare & Medi-
caid Services (CMS) requirement for minimum
RN coverage.15 Furthermore, there is no CMS
requirement for 24 hours a day and 7 days a
week on-site RN coverage in NHs.18 Consider-
ing the complexity of today’s NH resident, less
than 1 hour of RN professional nursing care each
day is woefully inadequate. Similarly, the major-
ity (54%) of NH social service departments are
largely staffed by 1 person.19

The lack of professional presence of RNs and
social workers is further exacerbated by their
perceived interchangeability, with little acknowl-
edgment of the differences in their education and
scope of practice. For the RN, interchangeability
is with the LPN/LVN in direct care and admin-
istrative roles.20-22 With the social worker, inter-
changeability is with the social work designee.23

Federal regulations require that NHs with more
than 120 beds employ 1 full-time “qualified so-
cial worker.” Yet, a “qualified social worker”
according to federal standards is not required
to be a professionally trained or licensed social

worker.19 NHs with fewer than 120 beds are
not required to employ a social worker but do
have to partner with an outside agency or in-
dividual person to provide needed psychosocial
services. In a national survey, 28% of NH so-
cial service directors held a master’s degree in
social work (MSW) and 30% held a bachelor’s
degree in social work (BSW); just under half of
the sample had no formal education in social
work.19 Approximately three-fourths of MSWs
held a state-issued license (eg, licensed master so-
cial worker [LMSW] or licensed clinical social
worker [LCSW]).

The complexity of medical, psychosocial, and
end-of-life needs among NH residents is exac-
erbated by a lack of professional nurses and
social workers. Advanced practice registered
nurses (APRNs) could be an integral part of NH
staffing and contribute to elevating the skills of
NH staff and managing complex resident care.
Positive resident health outcomes achieved by
NH APRNs have been well documented over
the last 4 decades. Systematic reviews of NH
APRN practice identified that APRNs were able
to reduce avoidable hospitalizations and emer-
gency department (ED) visits, reduce costs of
care, improve resident quality of life, health,
and functional status, and resident and family
satisfaction.24-27 To change NH quality, APRNs
need to be able to extend their reach beyond
treatment—and work with NH leadership and
staff to change the care systems that drive poor
NH quality.28

APRNs working in NHs offer clinical ex-
pertise and a deep understanding of nursing
practice and quality improvement. Similarly, li-
censed social workers are equipped to manage
the psychosocial needs of residents and fam-
ily members as well as collaborating with NH
teams to address policies and procedures to im-
prove transitions of care (eg, between the NH
and the hospital) and modify practices that con-
tribute to racial disparities.29,30 By working with
NH teams, including nursing leadership and staff
nurses, APRNs can expand their reach. The pur-
pose of this article is to summarize findings from
the Missouri Quality Initiative (MOQI or Initia-
tive) experience to suggest policy recommenda-
tions for the NH RN, social worker, and APRN.

MISSOURI QUALITY INITIATIVE
To address quality of care concerns and demon-
strate the impact of advanced clinical skills,
the MOQI was created with support from the
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CMS Initiative to Reduce Avoidable Hospitaliza-
tions. During phase 1 (2012-2016), the MOQI
care model embedded full-time APRNs in 16
NHs in the St Louis area, with the goal of re-
ducing hospitalizations and improving resident
outcomes.31 The APRNs provided clinical exper-
tise in the NHs as well as education focusing
on improving the clinical skills of staff (RNs,
LPNs, and certified nursing assistant [CNAs])
and modeled best practices through their ac-
tions. To improve recognition, assessment, and
communication about changes in conditions, the
MOQI model relied on the INTERACT (In-
terventions to Reduce Acute Care Transfers)
tools,32 health information technology,33,34 and
social work transitional care and improved end-
of-life care.23,35 Monthly feedback reports were
prepared for the NHs to provide consistent infor-
mation about key initiative outcomes and keep
the nursing staff engaged.31 The APRNs were
supported by an interdisciplinary team of experts
in nursing, social work, health information, geri-
atric medicine, and quality improvement.28

The final evaluation of phase 1 revealed that
the MOQI intervention with APRNs achieved
statistically significant reductions in all target
outcomes. Specifically, there was a 27.4% re-
duction in all-cause hospitalizations (P < .001),
45.3% reduction in potentially avoidable hos-
pitalization (P < .001), 32.1% reduction in
all-cause ED visits (P < .001), and 43.9% re-
duction in potentially avoidable ED visits (P <

.001). In addition, the MOQI intervention pro-
duced significant cost savings to Medicare of
$1153 (28.6%) per all-cause hospitalization,
$514 (40.2%) per potentially avoidable hospi-
talization, $62 (36.3%) per all-cause ED visit,
and $21 (42.8%) per potentially avoidable ED
visit.36

Building on the positive results of phase 1 of
the Initiative to Reduce Avoidable Hospitaliza-
tions, CMS continued the clinical intervention in
phase 2 (2016-2020) and introduced a new pay-
ment model to test the effect of that model on
reducing avoidable hospitalizations and improv-
ing resident outcomes. The Payment Intervention
was implemented in the original 16 MOQI NHs
while continuing the clinical intervention (clin-
ical + payment). A comparison group of 24
additional NHs was added to test payment-only.
Participating NHs could receive payment for on-
site treatment in the NH of 6 common conditions
that lead to 80% of avoidable hospitalizations

(urinary tract infection, pneumonia, congestive
heart failure, skin infections, fluid/electrolyte
disorder or dehydration, and chronic obstruc-
tive pulmonary disease/asthma). Eligibility and
billing requirements were established by CMS.37

A practitioner needed to confirm and document
that the condition met specific clinical criteria for
the NH to be eligible to bill for treating the con-
dition on-site. A billing support team was created
to educate and support the participating NHs
(both the payment-only and clinical + payment
groups) about the Payment Intervention.

The results of the MOQI program in phase 2
were mixed. The Payment Intervention did not
produce any significant results in either the clini-
cal + payment group or the payment-only group
on the rate of avoidable hospitalizations, no af-
fect (payment-only) or worse results (clinical +
payment) in the utilization and expenditure mea-
sures, and a negative impact on Minimum Data
Set (MDS) quality measures in both groups.38

However, the reduction of avoidable hospital-
izations achieved in the 16 NHs during phase
1 of the intervention was maintained, indicating
the continuing positive impact of the full-time
APRNs and support team (eg, health infor-
mation technologies, social work, and geriatric
medicine support).39 While there were some pos-
itive clinical outcomes in the clinical + payment
group, there were no significant positive re-
sults in either group resulting from the Payment
Intervention.

There are many possible factors that may have
contributed to these negative results, such as a
20% reduction in eligible participants due to
managed care plan penetration, changes to the
clinical criteria for billing, lack of NH physician
engagement, and recoupment of Initiative funds
from NHs.38 Moreover, during the last 2 years
of the Initiative, NH staffing worsened, and the
COVID-19 pandemic resulted in extraordinary
challenges to NHs.

WHAT WORKED IN MOQI
The APRNs were critical to the positive clinical
outcomes in both phases 1 (clinical interven-
tion) and 2 (clinical + payment). Throughout
the Initiative, APRNs worked closely with RNs
and other direct care staff to enhance their clin-
ical skills and improve clinical reasoning and
assessment with a focus on reducing potentially
avoidable hospital transfers. In turn, staff be-
came more skilled in their ability to identify
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changes in condition and improved their physical
assessments and communication skills with the
care team, including providers. In addition,
APRNs emphasized the importance of basic care
processes of hydration, nutrition, toileting, and
mobility to maintain resident’s health and well-
being. Particularly in phase 2, staff, who were
often LPNs, were encouraged to confer with
their RN supervisor and contact the APRN if
there was a resident health condition change. In
turn, the APRN would collaborate with NH staff
to discuss the change and identify next steps in
management.

A key component of MOQI was improving
care transitions through a focus on advance
directives, goals of care, and end-of-life decision-
making. This effort involved a licensed social
worker working closely with APRNs, NH ad-
ministrators, residents, and families. Improving
care transitions occurred through the use of 4
targeted strategies: (1) education and training,
(2) stakeholder and community engagement, (3)
needs assessment and individualized coaching,
and (4) quality improvement. The MOQI so-
cial worker trained and coached the NH social

service providers, assisted with problem solv-
ing, and created capacity for sustained change
through assisting with policy and procedure
development and providing education and com-
munity connections.

Evidence-based resources were also provided
to the NHs during MOQI including INTERACT
tools, Hand-In-Hand training, resources for
evidence-based quality improvement, and goals
of care and end-of-life planning (Table). The
support team worked closing with APRNs to
build leadership and staff skills in health sys-
tems change. The APRN, in turn, became experts
in facilitating NH capacity to implement the re-
sources available through MOQI.40

The APRN role was important to the NH re-
sponse during the COVID-19 pandemic. At the
onset of the pandemic, APRNs engaged with
staff and leaders to interpret and apply ever-
changing state and federal pandemic guidance.
Nearly all processes of care were impacted and
NHs were not built for, nor were the organiza-
tions prepared to manage, large-scale outbreaks
requiring complex isolation procedures, supply
chain disruptions, and seriously ill residents and

Table. Some Resources Used by MOQI APRNs and Support Team
Interventions to Reduce Avoidable
Hospitalizations (INTERACT)
https://pathway-interact.com/

A omprehensive set of tools and resources that promotes early
illness recognition, communication regarding condition
change and transfer, hospital transfer log review, advanced
care planning, and quality improvement.

Hand-In-Hand training
https://qsep.cms.gov/pubs/HandinHand.
aspx

Training modules developed to assist staff to provide
person-centered care for residents with dementia. The course
can be used as a full course or in segments. APRNs were
central in working with staff to identify and deliver content that
was most appropriate to their setting.

Improved quality care Examples include the following: (a) antipsychotic medication
reduction included using evidence-based practice. The
APRNs engaged with providers, pharmacy, and NH staff to
identify residents appropriate for dosage reduction and
nonpharmacological interventions; (b) identification and
treatment of urinary tract infections following national
guidelines.

Goals of care and end-of-life planning
https://theconversationproject.org/
wp-content/uploads/2015/09/
TCP_StarterKit_Final.pdf
https://www.ariadnelabs.org/serious-
illness-care/
https://training.vitalsmarts.com/courses/
crucial-conversations-online-2018

Worked with facilities to develop a process for having goals of
care discussions and ensuring that advance directives were
available or if not available resident with capacity were offered
the opportunity to complete a directive. Developed a system
for completing advance directives during National Healthcare
Decisions Day (Apr 16 annually). Crucial Conversations
Training (APRN, leaders, RN, SWs)

Abbreviations: APRN, advanced practice registered nurse; NH, nursing home; RN, registered nurse; SW, social worker.

https://pathway-interact.com/
https://qsep.cms.gov/pubs/HandinHand.aspx
https://theconversationproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/TCP_StarterKit_Final.pdf
https://theconversationproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/TCP_StarterKit_Final.pdf
https://theconversationproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/TCP_StarterKit_Final.pdf
https://www.ariadnelabs.org/serious-illness-care/
https://www.ariadnelabs.org/serious-illness-care/
https://training.vitalsmarts.com/courses/crucial-conversations-online-2018
https://training.vitalsmarts.com/courses/crucial-conversations-online-2018
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staff.41 During the pandemic, APRNs in MOQI
evaluated ill residents, helped in the development
of infection management processes, trained and
monitored appropriate use of personal protec-
tive equipment, facilitated the use of guidelines,
and helped leadership address resident and staff
physical and mental health concerns.

Social workers also played a critical role in
MOQI NHs throughout the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Social workers spent more time assisting
residents with innovative communication strate-
gies with family members when visitation was
restricted (eg, setting up Zoom via tablets or
telehealth) and speaking with family members
about the health and well-being of residents
when family was unable to visit. Social workers
also worked with staff and residents to address
worsening mental health including anxiety and
depression as well as workplace stress. Although
outside of their typical role, social workers as-
sisted with meals and cleaning due to staff
shortages, when needed.

CHANGING QUALITY OF CARE IN
NURSING HOMES
There is critical need to improve the quality of
care in NHs. The call to address NH quality
is increasing in a way previously unheard of in
the popular media.42 Experts in NH care qual-
ity have become increasingly concerned about
the lack of 24-hour-a-day, 7-day-a-week RN
presence.13,15 In addition, Rantz and colleagues43

have joined other voices in pointing out the crit-
ical need for NH APRNs. Key advantages of
APRNs working on-site in NHs are that not only
can they evaluate and treat ill residents, but they
also have the skills to coach staff in their un-
derstanding of clinical assessment, early illness
identification, and management of ill residents.
The breadth of APRNs’ knowledge about med-
ical management along with advanced nursing
knowledge allows them to serve as an excep-
tional resource to staff, leaders, and providers,
while assisting staff to develop their clinical rea-
soning skills.

Typically, APRNs who work in NHs are not
hired by the facility because they cannot bill
for services provided to manage the care of
residents, thus making it difficult for NHs to
afford to employ an APRN.43 Currently, fed-
eral regulations will not allow for APRNs to
bill Medicare for services provided to residents
if they are hired as employees of NHs. This is

not the case for physicians who may be hired
as employees of NHs and also bill Medicare
for services provided to residents.43 NHs would
benefit both clinically and financially from em-
ploying APRNs who can address resident needs
as they arise and bill for those services even
if employed by the NH.44 These highly edu-
cated nurse providers can positively influence
NH quality through improved quality measures
(which impacts star ratings); improved commu-
nication with residents/families regarding goals
of care/end-of-life conversations; improved basic
systems of care for hydration, nutrition, mobility,
continence, and engagement with life; enhanced
clinical skills for all direct care staff members;
and early illness recognition and treatment of
resident health conditions. In addition, reduced
hospitalizations allow residents to remain in the
NH and reduce revenue loss because of lost bed-
days.44

Similarly, calls for change in federal guide-
lines for what constitutes a social worker in NHs
continue.19 Despite evidence that social service
staff to resident ratios are too low and despite
the dire need for professionally trained and li-
censed social workers within NHs, little change
has occurred.45 With the implementation and
regulation of licensed social workers in NHs,
NHs would be equipped with staff knowledge-
able and skilled in having difficult discussions,
family mediation, and identification and treat-
ment of mental health concerns. Licensed social
workers are well situated to play critical and
essential roles alongside APRNs and other mem-
bers of the medical team to improve resident and
systems of care.

WHAT NEEDS TO HAPPEN?
RNs and social workers working with APRNs
in NHs offer a potentially powerful antidote to
some of the persistent problems plaguing US
NH quality. There is no question that to im-
prove quality of resident care there must be RNs
who are practicing in NHs, ready to evaluate
and care for NH residents 24 hours per day, 7
days a week. There must be sufficient numbers
of RNs working directly with residents so that
they can receive the professional evaluation and
care they need. This action requires fundamen-
tal regulatory change by CMS and subsequent
enforcement of that basic RN standard in all
NHs. It is time for these regulatory changes
to occur. This includes establishing a regulation
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that mandates a 24-hour, 7-day-a-week on-site
RN presence at a minimum requirement of
1 hour per resident-day that is adjusted upward
for greater resident acuity and complexity.

To enhance NH care, it is also essential that
federal guidelines recognize NH social service
providers as degreed and licensed social workers
and align definitions of qualified social work-
ers with professional definitions of social work.19

Bern-Klug and colleagues45 provide evidence
that current social service staffing ratios create
barriers for effective practice and an inability for
residents’ psychosocial needs to be adequately
addressed. The capacity of social work practice
that is possible within NHs is not well under-
stood. Trained in managing conflict, diagnosing
and managing systemic problems, negotiating
goals of care, assessing and addressing social
needs, diagnosing and treatment mental illness,
and intervening to improve quality of life are
among a few of the essential skills degreed
and licensed social workers can provide. Given
the increasing complexity of residents living in
NHs, employing skilled social workers with an
appropriately sized caseload has the potential
to improve the quality and integration of care
within NHs.

The barriers for APRN billing for services
when hired by NHs need to be removed. Actions
for barrier removal require changes in Medi-
care regulations enabled by Congress. These are
minor but absolutely needed changes for NH res-
idents to have unfettered access to APRN care.
Finding a path forward to improving NH ac-
cess to APRNs coupled with greater RN staffing
and the presence of LCSWs is essential to mak-
ing meaningful and lasting change in NH quality
and safety.
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