
G o v e rnment Regulation Of Assisted
Living Pre f e rred, Survey Finds

N e a rly 60 percent of those interv i ewed in a recent nationwide survey believe that
assisted living should be gove rn m e n t - reg u l ated (either state or fe d e ra l ) , as op-

posed to the self-reg u l ation model favo red by many prov i d e rs. 
The survey, released by “ The News Hour with Jim Lehre r,” the Kaiser Fa m i ly Fo u n-

d at i o n , and Harva rd ’s School of Public Health, polled 1,309 adults 18 ye a rs and older,
301 of whom we re 45 ye a rs and older. Although a majority of the survey questions fo-
cused on skilled nu rs i n g, t h e re we re also questions about assisted liv i n g, long term
c a re insura n c e, and the gove rn m e n t ’s role in supporting A m e ri c a ’s seniors. The mar-
gin of sampling error was three perc e n t age points for the whole sample and six per-
c e n t age points for respondents who had known a friend or fa m i ly member who had
been in an assisted living fa c i l i t y.

In response to another question designed to ga u ge re s p o n d e n t s ’k n ow l e d ge of as-
sisted living reg u l at i o n , 44 percent said that assisted living was alre a dy reg u l ated by
the gove rn m e n t , 30 percent did not know if the pro fession was reg u l at e d, and 26 per-
cent said assisted living was not reg u l ated by the gove rn m e n t .

The survey also asked about the level of reg u l ation of assisted living as compare d
with skilled nu rs i n g. Fo rty-nine percent of those polled said both sectors of the long
t e rm care pro fession had about the same level of reg u l at i o n , 34 percent said assisted
l iving was less reg u l at e d, and 10 percent said that assisted living was more reg u l at e d
than skilled nu rs i n g.

When respondents we re asked to compare whether or not assisted living fa c i l i t i e s
had enough, just enough, or too mu ch gove rnment reg u l at i o n , the majority (39 per-
cent said assisted living had the right amount of reg u l ation. 

Other statistics pertaining to assisted living culled from the survey incl u d e :
■  Fifty percent said assisted living is doing a good job in serving health care con-

s u m e rs , while 16 percent felt assisted living is doing a bad job. Twe n t y - s even perc e n t
said they didn’t know, and 7 percent had mixed view s .

■  Twe n t y - t wo percent said they fo rmed their impression about assisted living fro m
their own ex p e rience; 36 percent said their know l e d ge came from friends and fa m i ly ;
and 35 percent gained impressions from telev i s i o n , ra d i o , or new s p aper stori e s .

■  Fo rt y - four percent said they had heard, s e e n , or read a news story about an as-
sisted living fa c i l i t y, while 55 percent said they hadn’t .

■  S eventy-eight percent said they would pre fer assisted living if they couldn’t take
c a re of themselves at home; 12 percent said they would pre fer a nu rsing fa c i l i t y.

■  Fifty-eight percent said they did not know wh e re to go for advice if they or a fa m-
i ly member needed skilled nu rsing or assisted living care, while 40 percent said they
k n ew of sources for advice and info rm at i o n .

S u rvey highlights can be found on the Internet at www. k ff. o rg / c o n t e n t / 2 0 0 1 / 3 1 7 1 .
For copies of the survey, call the Kaiser Fa m i ly Fo u n d ation at (800) 656-4533 and ask
for publ i c ations #3188 and #3171.
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COLLECTS DATA 
FROM ‘SAFE RETURN’
P R O G R A M

I t has long been known that wa n d e ring is
ch a ra c t e ristic of patients with

A l z h e i m e r ’s , and a recent study confi rm s
the prevalence of this behav i o r. Re-
s e a rch e rs found that 60 percent of pat i e n t s
with A l z h e i m e r ’s will wander off some
time during the course of their illness—
n e a rly one in five of these from long term
c a re fa c i l i t i e s , adult day care centers , o r
p ro fessional tra n s p o rt ation services. 

The study examined 675 wa n d e ri n g
cases occurring between 1997 and 1998. It
was conducted by Meredith Rowe of the
U n ive rsity of Florida at Gainesville and Ju-
dith Glover of Lourdes Pri m a ry Care A s s o-
c i at e s , B i n g h a m t o n , N. Y. , on the
A l z h e i m e r ’s A s s o c i at i o n ’s Safe Return
p rogra m , an initiat ive designed to fa c i l i t at e
the safe re t u rn of people with cog n i t ive im-
p a i rments who become lost.

Adults with A l z h e i m e r ’s who are regi s-
t e red with Safe Return wear ID tags that
identify them as having cog n i t ive impair-

ments and include a 24-hour emerge n cy
phone nu m b e r. The progra m ’s operat o rs as-
sist in a quick and safe re t u rn of lost adults.

A n d, i n d e e d, q u i ck re t u rns are cri t i c a l .
Wa n d e re rs have a 46 percent chance of
dying if they are not found within 24 hours ,
the re s e a rch e rs said. 

“ While the study results are specific to
the Safe Return progra m , this is the fi rs t
time any data have become ava i l able on
wh i ch to base policies re l ated to cog n i t ive-
ly impaired wa n d e ring indiv i d u a l s ,” R owe
s a i d. “Incidents of unattended wa n d e ri n g
had always been unpre d i c t abl e.”

The re s e a rch begins to define the typical
p at t e rns of wa n d e re rs and the most com-
mon places to find lost adults. For ex a m p l e,
the study found that patients in skilled nu rs-
ing fa c i l i t i e s , d ay care centers , or other
c a regiving facilities are the most like ly to
wander off (17.9 percent of the cases).
Wa n d e ring also occurs re l at ive ly fre q u e n t-
ly outside a pat i e n t ’s home (14.3 percent of
the cases), fo l l owing an episode of agi t at e d
or difficult behavior (13.1 perc e n t ) , o r
when a caregiver becomes distracted (13.1
p e rcent). 

The most like ly places to find wa n d e ri n g

p atients are in a residential ya rd (26 per-
c e n t ) , on the street (22.3 perc e n t ) , at bu s i-
nesses (11.8 perc e n t ) , and in health care fa-
cilities (9.2 perc e n t ) , the study says. In 35
p e rcent of the cases studied, wa n d e re rs
we re discove red by stra n ge rs—or “ go o d
S a m a ri t a n s .”

And while the re s e a rch e rs re c o m m e n d e d
t h at those searching for wa n d e re rs fi l e
missing persons rep o rts with the local po-
l i c e, t h ey wa rned that police dep a rt m e n t s
t y p i c a l ly wait befo re searching under the
assumption that a missing person may re-
t u rn home—an assumption that does not
ap p ly to people with cog n i t ive impair-
ments. To the contra ry, the re s e a rch e rs re c-
ommended that searches begin immediat e-
ly and should be concentrated within a five -
mile radius of the missing pers o n ’s care set-
t i n g. Search e rs should also look into easily
a c c e s s i ble areas such as conve n i e n c e
s t o re s ,p u blic bu i l d i n g s , open fi e l d s , wo o d-
ed are a s , and pro p e rty along ra i l road tra ck s .

For more info rm ation on the Safe Return
p rogra m , visit www. a l z . o rg, call (888) 572-
8 5 6 6 , or contact a local A l z h e i m e r ’s A s s o-
c i ation ch ap t e r.

—Lisa Gelhaus

A l z h e i m e r’s Association Study Examines Wandering 


