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The Honorable Richard B. Cheney

President of the Senate

Washington, D.C. 20510

Dear Mr. President:

As required by the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1990, a study was performed on the appropriateness of establishing minimum staffing ratios in nursing homes.  The enclosed study reflects the conclusions of Abt Associates, Inc., which prepared the work under a contractual relationship begun by the previous administration in 1998.
This Phase II study was designed to respond to the current public concern about inadequate nursing home staffing and a long‑standing requirement for a study and report to Congress on the “appropriateness” of establishing minimum nurse staffing ratios in nursing homes.  As you know, the Phase I report was delivered to Congress in July 2000.

The question of the relationship between the number of staff and quality of care is complex and the Phase I and Phase II studies made good faith efforts at addressing the question.  However, the Department has concluded that these studies are insufficient for determining the appropriateness of staffing ratios in a number of respects.  Specifically, we have serious reservations about the reliability of staffing data at the nursing home level and with the feasibility of establishing staff ratios to improve quality given the variety of quality measures used and the perpetual shifting of such measures.

In addition, the studies do not fully address important related issues such as: 

· the relative importance of other factors, such as management, tenure, and training of staff, in determining nursing home quality;

· the reality of current nursing shortages; and

· other operational details such as the difference between new nurses and experienced nurses, staff mix, retention and turnover rates, staff organization, etc.

For these reasons and others, it would be improper to conclude that the staffing thresholds described in this Phase II study should be used as staffing standards.  Most important, the Phase I and Phase II studies do not provide enough information to address the question posed by Congress regarding the appropriateness of establishing minimum ratios.  We will continue to work to address critical knowledge gaps.   For example, one project that we are currently funding will develop a method to more accurately collect nurse-staffing information.  

Apart from this report, the Department has taken and continues to take several important actions toward fulfilling this Administration’s commitment to achieving high-quality nursing home care and providing reliable, understandable information to the public. Last November, we announced an initiative that will help Medicare and Medicaid beneficiaries find those nursing homes that consistently provide high-quality care using risk-adjusted, valid quality measures. Under the initiative, CMS is developing reliable, straightforward information on the quality of nursing homes, to help beneficiaries find the best facility for their needs.  In order to accomplish this, CMS is conducting a pilot program in six states using Quality Improvement Organizations (QIOs), formerly known as Peer Review Organizations, to help disseminate and publish this information.  The six states in the pilot program are Colorado, Florida, Maryland, Ohio, Rhode Island, and Washington. Following successful implementation of the pilot project, CMS will refine and expand the initiative to provide risk-adjusted quality information for nursing homes in every state.  Importantly, the QIOs will work with the nursing home industry on quality improvement efforts based on the publicly reported measures and will actively help people to better use quality information. 

While we implement this nursing home quality initiative, CMS will continue to move forward with our Nursing Home Oversight Improvement Program.  This program is a multi-pronged approach designed to improve our oversight of nursing homes and to build consistency and accountability into the survey and certification process.  The Nursing Home Data Compendium for 2000 that we recently forwarded to Congress is a direct result of this initiative.  This report, the first comprehensive aggregation of individual-level data will serve as a valuable resource for policy makers concerned with nursing home care.

I look forward to working closely with you as we strive to improve nursing home quality in America.  I am also sending a copy of this report to other Congressional leaders. 







Sincerely,







Tommy G. Thompson
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