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Introduction

This report summarizes the findings of an evaluation of the Iowa Coming Home Program’s “Monitoring for Quality Care in Assisted Living” (MQCAL) pilot project.  The purpose of the evaluation was to determine: 1) the effectiveness of consumer-driven quality measures developed and implemented under the MQCAL project; 2) the reliability and validity of consumers, families and employees as reporters and evaluators; and 3) the effectiveness of using a cooperative quality monitoring model for driving improvements in Iowa’s assisted living programs (ALPs).  The pilot program was implemented by the Iowa Department of Elder Affairs (IDEA) under a grant and with technical assistance from NCB Development Corporation’s Coming Home Program during fiscal years 2000-2001.

In December of 2001, the Coming Home Program hired ProMatura Group, LLC, an independent third party, to conduct an evaluation of the MQCAL pilot project.  The evaluation was completed in March 2002.  This document serves as the report on its findings.   

NCB Development Corporation’s Coming Home Program provides technical assistance and grant funding to nine state governments with the goal of developing and supporting state policies and programs that support high quality, innovative models of assisted living for seniors with low-incomes.  The program has a strong focus on small, rural communities where few non-institutional options exist for frail and cognitively impaired seniors in need of services, particularly those living on fixed incomes.  The Coming Home Program is funded by a grant from The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.

NCB Development Corporation is a national non-profit organization that provides creative solutions and an array of technical assistance and financial products to address problems faced by under-served and low-income communities.  NCB Development Corporation’s target areas include education, affordable assisted living, health care, affordable housing and economic development.  

Iowa’s “Monitoring for Quality Care in Assisted Living” Pilot Program

The Iowa Department of Elder Affairs (IDEA), under the direction of the legislature of the State of Iowa, began certifying Assisted Living Programs (ALPs) on July 1, 1997.   In connection with its responsibilities for certification and oversight of ALPs, IDEA applied for a grant from the Coming Home Program
 in 2000 to develop and evaluate a process for monitoring the quality of care provided in assisted living, designed specifically to include an innovative consumer satisfaction component.  The MQCAL project is a pioneering effort to test how to operationalize the goal of many consumer advocates, state policy makers, and providers to design a state quality monitoring program that uses consumer satisfaction as an important measure in its survey process.   The grant award was made in 2000 and the program was implemented during fiscal year 2000-2001.  The grant award provided funding for the state pilot project’s implementation and evaluation, as well as technical assistance from the Coming Home Program’s national staff.

The specific goals of the MQCAL project were to design, implement, and evaluate a new consumer-centered quality monitoring process.  The process was to combine traditional minimum standards with measures of consumer satisfaction to ensure that individual ALPs and the State’s assisted living industry, as a whole, are delivering quality services which meet consumers’ needs and their preferences.  To that end, the MQCAL project team sought to create a monitoring process that would include three elements considered essential to accomplishing these goals:

1. Surveys of appropriate minimum licensure standards;

2. Development of client-centered satisfaction measures; and

3. Use of a 360-degree monitoring system designed to give a full picture of the ALPs‘ performance by utilizing and evaluating long-term satisfaction information from tenants, staff, families, and visitors.

There are two basic steps to the monitoring process developed for the pilot program:

Step 1   Opinions of tenants, family, visitors, and staff are gathered by a survey (administered at the site and/or mailed out) that identifies level of satisfaction with services provided, and degree to which expectations regarding assisted living are met.   The satisfaction surveys focus on a key measure of quality care:  "Are the consumers’ expectations for receiving the assistance they need being met?"  

The MQCAL project team contracted with a third-party independent firm (ServiceTrac) to conduct the surveys, gather the constituents’ views before the site visits, and develop benchmarks for measuring continuous quality improvement.  The surveys identify problem areas, which are then shared with ALP staff to determine contributing factors and possible solutions.  In addition, the ALP staff uses the surveys as an internal quality improvement tool.  

Step 2   Following the surveys, an IDEA monitoring team visits the ALP to meet with tenants, family members, and employees.  The site visit consists of a survey for compliance with minimum standards, a meeting with residents and staff to explain the satisfaction survey program; interviews with a random sample of constituents and others to verify the satisfaction survey’s findings; documentation of IDEA team observations of current operations; and, collection of additional information (through interviews or the monitor’s observations) that explain what actions or inactions may have contributed to areas of dissatisfaction identified in the surveys. 

For the minimum standards component of the site visit, the monitoring team completes individual needs assessments for a random sample of tenants, compares each sample to the assessment and care plan in the tenant’s file, and uses other program documentation and inspection results to identify problems with quality and level of care that cannot be reflected in the satisfaction surveys.  The monitoring team also reviews all documentation and outcomes related to any complaint history.  Food service, mechanical systems, Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), and fire safety inspections are completed by other entities.

Once all pertinent information is gathered, the monitoring team meets with the administrator, owner, tenants and family members to negotiate balanced solutions that will best serve each tenant.  The monitoring team also uses this opportunity to offer staff training and consumer education.  The ALP then carries out the agreed-upon actions (“plan of correction”) and provides documentation to IDEA to confirm plan implementation and desired outcomes.

The MQCAL surveys are conducted at least once during each certification period and prior to each re-certification.  A new certificate of licensure is issued for a specified time period based on the results of the satisfaction surveys, on-site visits, and complaint record.  In Iowa, a standard certificate is issued for two years.  Those ALPs that have outstanding performance records may be awarded a 3-year certificate.  In contrast, ALPs that must address quality of care and other programmatic and management problems usually receive a shorter, conditional certificate.

Overview of Research Methodology

NCB Development Corporation retained the services of ProMatura Group, LLC, an independent research and consulting firm that specializes in aging issues to evaluate the effectiveness of the Iowa Coming Home Program’s “Monitoring for Quality Care in Assisted Living” pilot monitoring process.  ProMatura established two goals to guide its research study:

1) To document the effectiveness of using the pilot monitoring process to monitor quality in Iowa’s ALPs and the pilot project’s ability to positively impact the quality of Iowa’s assisted living residences; and

2) To provide recommendations for ways that the pilot program could be strengthened and replicated in other states.

The evaluation consisted of re-administering the MQCAL satisfaction survey to twenty of the fifty-five ALPs operating in Iowa, between December 2001 and March 2002 (within six to fifteen months of the ALP’s original survey).  Each of the fifty-five ALPs had been surveyed with the MQCAL satisfaction survey when the program was introduced in 2000.  The twenty ALPs selected for the study volunteered to participate in a follow-up survey, using the same satisfaction survey instrument and an additional evaluation survey instrument to gather data from participants on their impressions of satisfaction survey process.  The twenty ALPs participating in the evaluation were considered to be representative of all the ALPs operating in Iowa at the time the study was conducted.

The satisfaction surveys (initial and follow-up) were administered to three groups of respondents: (a) assisted living tenants, (b) family members and/or friends of assisted living tenants, and (c) employees.  The satisfaction surveys consisted of a total of 157 questions and were administered to three groups of respondents, tenants, family, and staff.  The questions addressed a range of topics such as staff responsiveness and communication, quality of activities and recreation, food service (e.g., nutrition, appearance, quality, dining room atmosphere), housekeeping and maintenance issues, personal security, hygiene and safety issues, and other ancillary services such as transportation, laundry, library, beauty shop, and exercise facilities.

The evaluation also involved analyzing data from other sources and comparing the results.  In total, five sources of data were analyzed, as follows:

1.
An analysis of the differences between the results of the initial satisfaction surveys completed among the 55 assisted living programs in Iowa and the data collected from the 20 ALPs included in the follow-up evaluation. The results documented that the 20 ALPs participating in the follow-up study were a good representative sample of the initial 55 ALPs.

2.
An analysis of differences between the results of the initial satisfaction surveys and follow-up surveys at the same ALP, to discern if improvements had been made in the participating ALPs; 

3.
A comparison of the service areas cited for improvement in the action plans (plans of correction) from the monitoring visits completed by IDEA teams with the results from the two satisfaction surveys;

4.
A comparison of ALP complaints filed with IDEA during the period between the initial satisfaction surveys and the re-surveys with satisfaction survey data and the reports of monitoring visits completed by IDEA during the same period, and;

5.
An analysis of the results of the evaluation survey of tenants, family members, employees, and visitors, regarding the satisfaction survey and survey process, including respondents’ willingness to contact IDEA for assistance with problems encountered at participating ALPs. 

Significant Research Findings 

The following is a summary of the study’s key quantitative and qualitative findings:


General Satisfaction Results of Follow-Up Satisfaction Survey:

· Results for 18 out of the 20 ALPs re-surveyed indicated that respondents’ expectations were “generally met” or  were “exceeded” on the follow-up satisfaction survey.  Expectations of the respondents of the remaining 2 ALPs were “nearly met”.

· 13 of the 20 programs had an average satisfaction score of 80% or higher, indicating a strong willingness to recommend the ALP to a friend.

Comparative Analysis Between Initial and Follow-Up Survey

· 89% of the satisfaction survey items essentially stayed the same between the initial and follow-up surveys.

· 7% of the satisfaction survey items showed a statistically significant improvement between the initial and follow-up surveys.

· 4% of the satisfaction survey items showed a statistically significant decline between the initial and follow-up surveys.

· The initial survey identified 6 “serious” allegations of problems or abuse; the follow-up survey identified 0 allegations.

· Of the 20 participating ALPs, 8 had received 47 complaints (of which 24 were substantiated) before the initial survey.  During the initial survey, there were a total of 4 complaints, and after the monitoring process was completed, 0 were identified.

Follow-Up Satisfaction Survey Results

· 30% of the tenants and family members surveyed believed that the quality of service improved during the last six months; 65% stated that they believed that services had remained the same; and 5% indicated that services had worsened.

· 43% of employees surveyed believed that the quality of services had improved.

· Almost all tenants and families indicated that they would contact someone within the ALP to resolve a problem.

· Most survey respondents (i.e., 40% of tenants, 71% of family members, 72% of employees) indicated that they would contact IDEA if they were unable to resolve a problem with ALP staff.  The balance indicated that their primary reasons for not contacting IDEA would be that the “program wouldn’t have any problems that big” or that they were confident that “they could resolve the problem internally and it wouldn’t be necessary to contact IDEA.”

Conclusions 

Overall, MQCAL ’s pilot monitoring process is off to an excellent start.  It is a proactive approach that seeks input from the many constituents served in an assisted living environment, and does not appear to be threatening to the tenants, family members, or employees.  All constituency groups are given equal opportunity to provide input and, therefore, are more likely to ‘buy in’ or contribute to developing and implementing solutions.

Based on the research findings, ProMatura Group, LLC drew five major conclusions: 

1. The pilot monitoring process appears to be capable of differentiating between well-performing and under-performing assisted living programs.

Iowa’s monitoring process effectively identifies those ALPs that are performing well and those that need increased attention.  An item-by-item analysis of each component of the satisfaction survey revealed that the survey results are consistent with other indices of quality. 
ALPs are in a constant state of change due to tenant tenure, employee turnover, and other related factors.  Thus, it is encouraging that a standardized, objective monitoring tool (i.e., MQCAL ’s satisfaction survey) appears to have the capacity to distinguish among strong and weak performers.

When the data is averaged across all ALPs surveyed, it shows improvement across each program, even though the individual results for each ALP are diluted by the process of averaging.  Furthermore, when an item-by-item analysis of each component of the ALP was analyzed, the survey readily demonstrates that the results of the monitoring process are consistent with other indices of quality.
2. There was modest improvement in the performance of the assisted living programs between the initial and follow-up satisfaction surveys.

During the period between the initial and follow-up surveys (six to fifteen months), there was a modest improvement in the ALPs, as indicated by the survey results, comments of the survey respondents, and a reduction of complaints filed with IDEA.   Some readers may be disappointed that the survey did not reveal spectacular improvement in the quality of services.  However, the survey instrument is unlikely to show dramatic changes for at least five reasons. 

(i) The initial surveys revealed that the respondents are essentially satisfied with the services provided by the ALP.  There would have had to be considerable improvements in every program in order to observe statistically significant changes between the initial and follow-up surveys. 

(ii) Satisfaction surveys may not identify significant improvements due to the nature of the scale used in the survey instrument.  MQCAL’s satisfaction survey uses an “expectations scale” for almost all questions, which ask the respondent to rate the performance of the ALP relative to their expectations.  Expectations are in a state of constant flux.  For example, expectations tend to rise with the length of stay.  If an initial survey is completed by a new tenant who has no idea what to expect, the resultant ratings will reflect this perspective.   On the other hand, after the tenant has had some experiences (e.g., has become accustomed to the ALP’s daily routines), his or her expectations are likely to change.  As the tenant adjusts to their new home, expectations rise and become harder to meet.  Therefore, if the quality of service stayed the same, higher expectations would cause the satisfaction rating to drop.  This results in a very exacting standard with a moving target.  A similar effect is experienced with personnel evaluations.  The better someone performs, the more you expect from him or her.  The more you expect from people, the harder they have to work to meet your expectations.

And, to top it off, length of stay is only one factor that can affect expectations.  See (iii) and (iv).

(iii) Satisfaction survey results from the re-surveyed ALPs may not reveal dramatic improvement in performance because there is constant and considerable change in the group of respondents.  For example, the average length of stay of an assisted living tenant is approximately 26 months.  The six to fifteen month interval between surveys could result in a significantly different resident group being surveyed during the re-survey.  Similarly, there is a relatively high turnover rate among personnel.  

(iv) The concept of “satisfaction” is subject to many influences that have little to do with whether or not the ALP is providing quality tenant services and care.  Numerous confounding variables affect the degree of satisfaction reported on surveys, including, the type of ALP (e.g., free-standing or one that is part of a campus with other levels of care); tenant characteristics (i.e., ratio of men to women, length of stay, age, marital status, and amount of care needed); relationship of the tenants to their families once they move to an assisted living facility; and so forth.   [In this study free-standing vs. multiple-level-of-care campus, gender, age, and marital status did not impact expectations or satisfaction.  The study did not control for length of stay or level of care needed, and therefore, it did not measure their effect on satisfaction.  This leads to Recommendation #2.]

(v) Finally, changes in the delivery of services by a complex service agency do not happen overnight.   Significant programmatic change requires ongoing communication, vigilance, patience, and constant reinforcement.  [The 6- to 15-month time span between the initial and follow-up survey may not have allowed adequate time for substantial change to occur or for consumers to trust that the changes were more than superficial.]

3. Iowa’s “ Monitoring for Quality Care” process secures information and allows input from a wide range of individuals

More individuals were able to contribute to the evaluation of the assisted living program through completion of MQCAL ’s satisfaction surveys than were able to participate in the one-on-one or group meetings with the IDEA representatives.

Gathering input via a written, anonymous survey encourages participation from all of the constituencies involved with the ALP, regardless of whether or not they are able to be present to visit with the monitoring team.

4. For the most part, the survey respondents are willing to invest the time required to complete the survey about the assisted living program.

The vast majority of the participants thought the survey took the right amount of time and/or were willing to spend more time to complete it.  Those who expressed dissatisfaction with the length of time required to complete the survey were not displeased with the process.  Rather, these respondents appeared to have difficulties due to their limited literacy skills.

5. The results of the study suggest the satisfaction survey has both external and face validity.

The survey has face validity because the questions addressed make sense and are relevant to the constituents (tenants, family, and staff).  The survey has external validity because the results of the survey are consistent with other sources of information about the ALP. 

Recommendations 

 Several recommendations are suggested by the research findings:

1. The satisfaction survey should be conducted more frequently among assisted living programs with two-year certificates, due to the fact that the written survey accurately identified problems and due to resident turnover.  Conducting the written survey every 6 months would allow IDEA to monitor improvements and identify ongoing or new problems earlier and more accurately, without incurring the expense of more frequent in-person monitoring.

2. The survey should collect and use additional data about respondents, such as length of stay and health/functional status.  In this manner, the evaluator could determine which changes in ratings were caused solely by changes in the quality of service, and not by a change in tenant characteristics (i.e., many new tenants with different backgrounds or health limitations, or tenants with differing expectations).

3. A second, shorter version of the survey, or a slightly different survey, should be considered, one that is directed more towards monitoring performance in addition to specific service delivery.  There is a place for both types of surveys, but a shorter survey used specifically for performance evaluation may be of benefit to IDEA.  An analysis of the existing data could be completed to determine which survey questions have the highest correlation with the overall performance of the ALP.  A minimum set of questions may be identified that can reduce administrative costs without compromising the accuracy of the survey’s findings.

4. The satisfaction survey should be analyzed and revised to improve reading level and content so that it does not unfairly discriminate against those who possess limited literacy skills.

5. IDEA should expand its strategic marketing campaign to increase response rates from the various constituencies of the ALPs.   The objective is to obtain 100% participation from tenants, families, and employees.  A higher response rate would yield a larger pool of results and may have the ancillary benefit of mitigating any fears of reprisal because the “safety in numbers” will provide more anonymity.

Final Considerations

MQCAL ’s pilot monitoring process and subsequent evaluation raises several important considerations for assisted living industry professionals, public policymakers and advocates, and others interested in advancing quality care for the nation’s aging.  Specifically, 

1. The monitoring process is an effective tool for consumer empowerment.  MQCAL ’s process and emphasis on satisfaction provides consumers with a real voice in determinations of quality and quality improvement needs.  Further, the data indicate that the process is responsive to consumer needs and their definition of quality services.

2. The monitoring process and the related surveys enable IDEA’s monitoring team to offer “on-the-spot” training to assisted living management and staff about quality of care issues.  

3. The monitoring process is highly interactive.  As such, it allows for greater “buy-in” by all constituents about ways to collectively improve and strengthen the individual ALP.

4. The evaluation of MQCAL ’s pilot monitoring process shows that the system is fulfilling the hopes that most professionals have for assisted living monitoring programs.  These include a focus on satisfaction monitoring; resolution of problems revolving around an individual’s unique needs and the resources of an individual ALP; a focus on collaborative relationships and shared goals; a strong emphasis on positive models; and, a comprehensive “360 degree” assessment that extends beyond the mere “one day” snapshot that has historically characterized program surveys and evaluations. 

For more information about this study, and NCB Development Corporation’s Coming Home Program, please contact David Nolan at 510-496-2225 or dnolan@ncbdc.org.



















� The Coming Home grant activities in Iowa include the MQCAL program, the subject of this evaluation, as well as policy and technical assistance activities designed to promote the development of affordable assisted living programs as an alternative to institutional care.  For more information on the policy and demonstration programs associated with the Coming Home program , please see the “Affordable Assisted Living” content of www.ncbdc.org.  
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