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OUTCOMES RESEARCH IN REVIEW

Study Overview
Objective. To determine whether rates of pressure ulcer
development in nursing homes have changed over time.

Design. Retrospective database analysis.

Setting and participants. 30,510 residents at 107 National
HealthCare Corporation (NHC) nursing homes in 9 states
located primarily in the southeastern United States. The
researchers used observations from the Minimum Data Set
(MDS) [1], a comprehensive assessment instrument that con-
tains detailed data related to the clinical, behavioral, and
social status of nursing home residents. Assessments are per-
formed by registered nurses at the time of admission, every
90 days in stable patients, and at times of significant change
in health status. NHC MDS data have been used previously
in studies of pressure ulcers in nursing homes [2].

Main outcome measures. Risk-adjusted rates of stage 2 or
more severe pressure ulcer development in residents initial-
ly ulcer-free, and the proportion of newly developed ulcers
that were severe (ie, stage 3 or 4). Ulcers are classified accord-
ing to severity of skin breakdown, ranging from stage 1 (per-
sistent area of skin redness that does not disappear when
pressure is relieved) to stage 4 (full-thickness skin loss expos-
ing muscle and/or bone). 

Main results. Based on 144,379 observations of 30,510 res-
idents between 1991 and 1995, there was a significant 
(P < 0.05) decline of more than 25% in the risk-adjusted rate
of development of pressure ulcers (from 2.7% to 1.9%). Also,
the proportion of new ulcers that were stage 3 or 4 declined
by about one quarter, from 30% to 22% (P < 0.01).

Conclusion
Over a 5-year period, nursing homes showed a consistent
and significant improvement in the prevention of pressure
ulcers, including severe pressure ulcers. This suggests signif-
icant improvements in the overall quality of care provided
by nursing homes. 

Commentary
Since the publication of an Institute of Medicine report [3]
that shed light on the need to improve the quality of care in
nursing homes, much attention has been focused on achiev-
ing those improvements. Specific attention has been focused
on improving the prevention and treatment of pressure
ulcers [4,5]. This study of a large number of patients observed
in a large number of nursing homes suggests that this atten-
tion has paid off. Although not necessarily representative of
all nursing homes in the United States, the homes observed
in this study represent a wide range of organizational struc-
tures, staffing patterns, and therapeutic orientations. 

Applications for Clinical Practice
Pressure ulcers are common, associated with considerable
morbidity, require the coordinated care efforts of multiple
providers, and are usually preventable through the provision
of appropriate interventions [6]. Berlowitz and colleagues have
documented that attention to their prevention and treatment
can yield positive results. Giving comparable attention to pres-
sure ulcers across the continuum of care, from acute care to
home care settings and nursing homes, can reduce the preva-
lence of ulcers and reduce their burden on patients and the
health care system. 

References
1. Morris JN, Hawes C, Fries BE, Phillips CD, Mor V, Katz S, et

al. Designing the national resident assessment instrument
for nursing homes. Gerontologist 1990;30:293–307. 

2. Brandeis GH, Morris JN, Nash DJ, Lipsitz LA. The epidemi-
ology and natural history of pressure ulcers in elderly nurs-
ing home residents. JAMA 1990;264:2905–9.

3. U.S. Institute of Medicine. Committee on Nursing Home
Regulation. Improving the quality of care in nursing homes.
Washington (DC): National Academy Press; 1986.

4. U.S. Agency for Health Care Policy and Research. Pressure
ulcers in adults: prediction and prevention. Rockville (MD):
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Public
Health Service, Agency for Health Care Policy and Research;
1992. Clinical practice guideline, No. 3. AHCPR Publication
No. 92-0047.

Is Nursing Home Care Improving?
Berlowitz DR, Bezerra HQ, Brandeis GH, Kader B, Anderson JJ. Are we improving the quality of nursing home
care: the case of pressure ulcers. J Am Geriatr Soc 2000;48:59–62.



Vol. 7, No. 3 JCOM March 2000   17

OUTCOMES RESEARCH IN REVIEW

5. U.S. Treatment of Pressure Ulcers Guideline Panel. Treatment of
pressure ulcers. Rockville (MD): U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, Public Health Service, Agency for Health Care
Policy and Research; 1994. Clinical practice guideline, No. 15.
AHCPR Publication No. 95-0652.

6. Berlowitz DR, Wilking SV. Pressure ulcers in the nursing
home. In: Rubenstein LZ, Wieland D, editors. Improving
care in the nursing home: comprehensive reviews of clinical
research. Newbury Park (CA): Sage Publications; 1993.

Copyright 2000 by Turner White Communications Inc., Wayne, PA. All rights reserved.


