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Introduction 
 

The Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation (ANMF) is Australia’s largest national union and 
professional nursing and midwifery organisation. In collaboration with the ANMF’s eight state and 
territory branches, we represent the professional, industrial and political interests of more than 300,000 
nurses, midwives and carers across the country. 

 

Our members work in the public and private health, aged care and disability sectors across a wide variety 
of urban, rural and remote locations. We work with them to improve their ability to deliver safe and best 
practice care in each and every one of these settings, fulfil their professional goals and achieve a healthy 
work/life balance. 

 

Our strong and growing membership and integrated role as both a professional and industrial 
organisation provide us with a complete understanding of all aspects of the nursing and midwifery 
professions and see us uniquely placed to defend and advance our professions. 

 

Through our work with members we aim to strengthen the contribution of nursing and midwifery to 
improving Australia’s health and aged care systems, and the health of our national and global 
communities. 

 

With regard to care of older people, ANMF members work across all settings in which aged care is 
delivered, including over 45,000 members who are currently employed directly in the aged care sector. 
Many more of our members are involved in the provision of health care for older persons who move 
across sectors (acute, residential, community and in-home care), depending on their health needs. Being 
at the forefront of aged care, and caring for older people over the twenty-four hour period in acute care, 
residential facilities and the community, our members are in a prime position to make clear 
recommendations to improve legislation that seeks to enhance the quality and safety of Australia’s aged 
care system.  

 

The ANMF welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the development of Star Ratings for 
Residential Aged Care – December 2021. 

 

The ANMF’s position is that the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) Nursing Home 
Compare system (NHC), would not ensure safe staffing in Australian residential aged care. The following 
provides a detailed analysis of why the ANMF considers this to be the case. 

 

It should be noted at the outset that the CMS NHC system did not build its staffing profiles based on an 
assessment of needs, but rather on analysis of supply against outcomes. Harrington and colleagues argue 
that the staffing levels in many United States (US) facilities are dangerously low and that enforcement of 
the existing standards is weak despite state-based minimum staffing standards that are higher than the 
federal minimum (Harrington et al. 2016). That review also states that higher state standards than the 
federal standards, have been demonstrated to have significant positive effects on staffing levels and 
quality outcomes.  



 

 
 

 

As alluded to above, the CMS NHC system operates in the context of (state- based) mandated minimum 
staffing requirements. Such a position is consistent with the ANMF’s proposals. 
 
The purpose of the CMS NHC system is to rate relative performance of each facility against benchmark 
criteria, rather than to determine and allocate actual staffing levels and mix in that environment at facility 
level. 
 
The operation of a case-mix and quality reporting system such as that proposed by the study and in the 
CMS NHC system does not serve to invalidate the case for mandatory safe staffing levels and skills mix. 
Both the US nursing homes system and the Australian acute care system have components within them 
that reflect the relative cost weights that reflect the nursing costs relative to the episode of care.  
However in both cases there are mandatory staffing standards that operate as a function of state 
determinations and statutes or as mandatory and enforceable standards within industrial agreements 
that bind employers to minimum staffing levels and mix. 
 
Staff hours per resident per day may not reflect actual or direct care 
 
Staff (registered nurse, licensed practical nurse/licensed vocational nurse, and certified nursing assistant) 
hours per resident per day are calculated based upon data collected quarterly via the Payroll Based 
Journal (PJB) system.1 Data regarding residents is also derived from daily resident census from Minimum 
Data Set, Version 3.0 (MDS 3.0) assessments, and are case-mix adjusted based on the distribution of MDS 
3.0 assessments by Resource Utilization Groups, version IV (RUG-IV group). Not all states use the RUGS-
IV system so there are inconsistencies across the US for classification system used to allocate funding. 
The staffing hours reported through PBJ and the daily MDS census are both summed across the quarterly 
reporting period. The quarterly reported staffing hours per resident per day (HRD) are then calculated by 
dividing the aggregate reported hours by the aggregate resident census.2 

 

The number of hours each type of staff worked each day in this period, inclusive of administrative time, 
is divided by the number of residents at the facility. This approach does not account for the actual direct 
care hours that staff spent with residents. There is considerable evidence indicating that due to factors 
such as low staff numbers and administrative demands, staff may spend considerable amounts of time 
undertaking non-direct care tasks. There is also evidence that administration of the system, coding and 
assessment, and administrative work for care staff, increased workload demands by 5-10%. Simply 
counting the number of hours different staffing groups worked during a reporting period is unlikely to 
provide a realistic picture of the actual hours these staff spend providing direct resident care or the needs 
of the residents concerned. 
 
The NHC rating system does not address issues with over-reliance on temporary agency staff 
 

                                                 
1 Facilities are required to submit this data by Section 6106 of the Affordable Care Act (ACA). These data are submitted 
quarterly and are due 45 days after the end of each reporting period. Only data submitted and accepted by the deadline 
are used by CMS for staffing calculations and in the Five-Star Rating System. 
2 Only days that have at least one resident are included in the calculations. There are also a set of exclusion criteria that 
exclude facilities with improbably high or low staffing or care hours per day. 



 

 
 

While it is understood that residential aged care facilities (RACFs) may be required to employ temporary 
or agency staff to provide adequate staffing for their residents’ needs where permanent staff are not 
available, over-reliance upon this temporary workforce who may not be as familiar with other staff, local 
processes, or the residents and their families is not desirable or in line with best-practice care. The NHC 
PBJ staffing data includes both facility employees (full-time and part-time) and individuals under an 
organisation (agency) contract or an individual contract. This means that under an NHC system, 
temporary and agency staff can be used to boost a facility’s staffing profiles and ratings. Such a system 
would not be desirable in Australia. 
 
A similar rating system may be useful in the Australian context 
 
Acknowledging the stated purpose of the NHC rating system, a similar rating system may be useful within 
the Australian context to allow improved public reporting and provider transparency regarding the 
quality of care along with consideration of the staffing levels and skills mixes supplied at the facility level 
(as well as other indicators as reported by the NHC rating system in the US). There is evidence to suggest 
that despite some confusion regarding the relationship between the specific domains measured by the 
system and a desire for greater information regarding data sources, consumers find the NHC rating 
system helpful for decision-making (Schapira, Shea et al. 2016). 

 

A similar rating system, if adopted in Australia, may result in changes in consumer decision-making 
regarding the selection of residential aged care providers and corresponding improvements to provider 
quality as they move to improve ratings to attract greater consumer market share (Werner, Stuart et al. 
2010). There is evidence that suggests that lower-rated facilities can experience reductions in market 
share in compassion to higher-rated facilities which may increase market share (Cornell, Grabowski et al. 
2019).  

 

Such a system, however, could not be relied upon to ensure that aged care providers would appropriately 
or safely staff RACFs. There is evidence demonstrating that even within the context of the US NHC system, 
considerable daily staffing fluctuations, low weekend staffing, and daily staffing levels that are often 
below the CMS expectations still occur (Geng, Stevenson et al. 2019). While an element of competition 
and public responsibility may be engendered through the mechanism of a transparent and public staffing 
rating system, evidence suggests that public reporting may also inadvertently result in a growing divide 
between high- and low-rated providers (Werner, Konetzka et al. 2009), and disincentivise the provision 
of care for sicker clients who require higher levels of care and staffing (Tamara Konetzka, Grabowski et 
al. 2015). Furthermore, the proposition that informed consumer choice is a significant and practical 
element in addressing shortcomings in the aged care system ignores the heavily circumscribed character 
of that choice (not least because of geographic and resource reasons.) 
 
A suitable public reporting system for RACF staffing could be based upon the RUCS and legislation 
requiring publication of staffing levels and skills mixes. 
 
A possible public reporting system comparable to the US NHC rating system could be established in 
Australia based upon legislated requirements for residential aged care facilities similar to those proposed 
by the Private Members Bill - Aged Care Amendment (Staffing Ratio Disclosure) Bill 2018. The proposed 
Resource Utilisation and Classification Study/ Australian National - Aged Care Classification (RUCS/AN-
ACC) aged care funding model, which is a case-mix model, which as the CHSD report highlights, groups 



 

 
 

aged care consumers with similar levels of complexity and care needs which, in turn, can be used to 
explain the relationship between care need, activity and cost, may be a useful platform upon which to 
base a Australian public reporting system. As the CHSD report notes: 

 
“Where staff ratios have been implemented internationally, the aged care system has been 
funded using a case-mix model that classifies residents according to their clinical need and 
associated resource utilisation and that is adjusted for contextual factors.” 
 

Briefly, RUCS/AN-ACC is designed to identify the case mix of each Australian RACF, and if implemented 
as proposed, would ensure that facilities’ case mixes are updated regularly. These case-mixes, which 
define government funding thresholds, and which are also (initially) separate from staffing and care 
planning could be used to guide recommended staffing levels and skills mixes to provide the required 
care. Providers could then be required to publish their staffing and skills mixes and demonstrate how 
they have aligned these with the changing needs of their residents. If this occurred in the context of 
mandated minimum staffing levels and skills mixes, the public would then be informed of where 
providers were understaffing in relation to their residents’ needs. 

 

An additional requirement that is recommended would be to hold providers accountable to the 
allocation of government funding that is provided upon the basis of RUCS/AN-ACC assessments. Briefly, 
under RUCS/AN-ACC proposes that a baseline 50% of government funding would be provided to cover 
the shared care needs of residents. Additional funding that would be designed to cover the individual 
care needs of residents would also be provided based on the results of external assessments of individual 
residents. It would be desirable for providers to publicly and transparently demonstrate how this funding 
is used to deliver both shared and individual care to residents in part by ensuring best-practice staffing 
levels that align to the needs of residents. 

 

Mandated minimum staffing ratios and skills mixes would ensure an appropriate and flexible level and 
skills mix of staffing 
 
While a public-reported rating system could be useful to inform members of the public and consumers 
regarding the staffing levels and skills mixes of RACFs in Australia, mandated minimum staffing and skills 
mix ratios would set a ‘floor’ to what Australian providers would be legally able to staff. Our calculations 
indicate that only a facility that would receive a 5-star rating for staffing under the NHC system where 
staffing is able to provide 78 minutes of registered nurse (RN) care time and 258 minutes of overall staff 
care time is able to ensure that residents receive the recommended average of 4.3 hours of care per day 
from a skills mix of 30% RNs, 20% enrolled nurses (ENs), and 50% care workers not counting the time 
needed for other direct-care staff (e.g. allied health, specialists, medical doctors) to provide care. 

 

While in some cases, 3-star and 4-star staffing may be able to ensure appropriate levels of staff to provide 
care, this could exclusively occur only when care is provided at the highest end of the ranges stipulated 
and/or when the residents being cared for have the lowest care needs. This is discussed in further depth 
below and presented in Figures 1 and 2. Based upon the evidence, we know that most residents of RACFs 
tend to have higher care needs and that these care needs increase over time.(AIHW, 2018) Mandated 
minimum staffing levels and skills mixes for registered nurses, enrolled nurses, and care workers (plus 
the necessary additional direct care staff from allied health, specialist care, and medicine) would ensure 



 

 
 

that there are enough of the right kind of staff available at any one time to; proactively provide best-
practice care to all residents,3 respond to accidents, emergencies, and sudden increases in care needs,4 
ensure that RACF residents and their families receive a desired amount of face-to-face time with staff,5 
and ensure that RACFs are staffed in a manner that would enable improved attraction and retention of 
qualified and experienced staff.6 

 

There is no causal relationship between the CMS rating system and better quality or improved resident 
outcomes 
 
The CMS system should not be thought of as a direct intervention designed to improve the quality of 
resident care or RACF staffing levels. As explicitly a rating system, CMS is neither designed to nor effective 
in improving resident outcomes. A study examined all 16,623 United States nursing homes included in 
public reporting between 2000 and 2009 in OSCAR and the nursing home Minimum Data Set. This study 
evaluated the extent to which improvements in outcomes of care could be explained by changes in 
nursing home processes(Werner, Konetzka et al. 2013). Of five selected outcome measures, only the 
percentage of residents experiencing moderate or severe pain appeared to be associated, in part, with 
changes to RACF care processes. Overall, most improvements in resident outcomes were not found to 
be associated with changes in measured processes of care. This suggests that processes of care typically 
measured in RACFs do little to improve performance on outcome measures. The authors highlighted that 
they did not observe changes in factors such as RACF organisational culture, staff structure, satisfaction, 
assignments, quality, or training that could result in improvements in clinical outcomes. The authors 
called for the development of quality measures that are related to improved resident outcomes as a 
necessary step to improving care quality. 

 

Research has also found that public reporting in the setting of post-acute care can have mixed effects on 
areas without public reporting (Werner, Konetzka et al. 2009). Improvements in unreported care were 
particularly large among facilities with high scores or that significantly improved on reported measures, 
whereas low-scoring facilities experienced no change or worsening of their unreported quality of care. 
While the benefits of public reporting may theoretically extend beyond areas that are being directly 
measured, pubic reporting initiatives may also widen the gap between high-rated and low-rated facilities 
as consumers may tend to select high-rated providers which increases their market share and revenue. 

 

                                                 
3 Poor staffing and skills mixes are associated with reduced ability to provide personal and clinical care to residents (See 
2019 ANMF National Aged Care Survey available at: 
http://anmf.org.au/documents/reports/ANMF_Aged_Care_Survey_Report_2019.pdf ). 
4 Poor staffing and skill mixes are associated with reduced ability for staff to respond to sudden increases in care needs 
or unexpected incidents (See 2019 ANMF National Aged Care Survey available at: 
http://anmf.org.au/documents/reports/ANMF_Aged_Care_Survey_Report_2019.pdf ). 
5 Poor staffing and skill mixes are associated with a lack of time for staff to spend with residents and their families which 
is desired by both staff, residents, and their families. (See 2019 ANMF National Aged Care Survey available at: 
http://anmf.org.au/documents/reports/ANMF_Aged_Care_Survey_Report_2019.pdf ). 
6 Poor staffing and skill mixes are associated with staff not wishing to work in aged care due to lack of support, lack of 
training (e.g. during clinical placements), and supervision. (See 2019 ANMF National Aged Care Survey available at: 
http://anmf.org.au/documents/reports/ANMF_Aged_Care_Survey_Report_2019.pdf ). 
 

http://anmf.org.au/documents/reports/ANMF_Aged_Care_Survey_Report_2019.pdf
http://anmf.org.au/documents/reports/ANMF_Aged_Care_Survey_Report_2019.pdf
http://anmf.org.au/documents/reports/ANMF_Aged_Care_Survey_Report_2019.pdf
http://anmf.org.au/documents/reports/ANMF_Aged_Care_Survey_Report_2019.pdf


 

 
 

Similar conclusions were also indicated in another study which found that while when CMS was 
introduced, US ‘dual eligibles’ (residents dually enrolled in Medicare and Medicaid) chose higher-rated 
RACFs initially, over time, the increased likelihood of choosing the highest-rated homes was substantially 
smaller for dual eligibles than for non–dual eligibles (Tamara Konetzka, Grabowski et al. 2015). This 
indicates that more vulnerable consumers with fewer resources may have been priced-out of higher-
rated facilities. Furthermore, the benefit of the five-star system to dual eligibles was largely due to 
providers’ improving their ratings, not to consumers’ choosing different providers. Evidence appeared to 
suggest that supply constraints played a role in limiting dual eligibles’ responses to quality ratings, as 
high-quality providers tended to be located closer to relatively affluent areas. 

 

Consumer ability to pay may drive higher staffing and higher ratings 
 
Based on the findings of research described above (Werner, Konetzka et al. 2009) (Cornell, Grabowski et 
al. 2019) consumer ability to pay may drive higher facility ratings but also greater divides between high- 
and low-rated facilities. In an even playing field where all RACFs facilities are appropriately maximising 
their RUCS/AN-ACC derived government subsidies and implementing care plans with the correct staffing 
requirements, all facilities should hypothetically attract the same star rating. That is, residents’ needs, as 
assessed in line with the process proposed by RUCS/AN-ACC, would align to care plans and staffing 
resulting in each resident receiving a necessary amount of care.7  

 

In this situation, market competition between providers could be expected to be driven by a desire for a 
higher star rating to attract a higher revenue. Providers that can afford to staff their facilities to levels 
exceeding what is supported by government subsidies provided via the proposed RUCS/AN-ACC system 
(i.e. ‘premium facilities’) would then attract higher ratings – this would be likely to occur in areas where 
consumers are able to pay more (i.e. more affluent areas). 

 

The above situation becomes an issue if the ‘average’ government subsidised and staffed facility which 
does not charge consumers significant amounts on top of government funding is not providing an 
appropriate or safe level of staffing. The nature of market competition may result in facilities that can’t 
afford to occupy the higher star rating space due to lower revenue move towards occupying lower-rating 
tiers with potentially lower/unsafe staffing. 

 

Australia’s aged care sector should aim to deliver ‘best practice’ care – only 5-stars will do 
 
According to the UoW  report, a facility that delivers ‘three-star’ staffing would be considered to be 
providing an ‘acceptable’ level of staffing, while ‘four-stars’ would be considered ‘good’, and ‘five- stars’ 
would be ‘best practice’. According to our calculations derived from mapping the results of the ANMF 
Staffing and Skills mix project onto the NHC data presented in the NHC study (see Figures 1 and 2),8 

                                                 
7 As highlighted within the RUCS/AN-ACC report, payments under the system would be determined by the 
government using National Weighted Activity Units (NWAUs) which must be calculated correctly to ensure reasonable 
funding levels for base care tariffs, variable components, and entry adjustment period payments. 
8 The staff timing brackets/ranges presented in the NHC rating system are described as being based upon the results 
of the ‘STRIVE Study’, however based on our assessment to date, we have not yet been able to clearly interpret 
exactly how the ranges have been calculated. As such, different brackets/ranges could result in different rating 
categories. 



 

 
 

residents would not be acceptably served by a ‘three-star-staffed’ facility (Willis, Price et al. 2016). This 
is because in most instances, facilities are able to achieve a three-star rating for staffing due to higher 
overall staffing but in the absence of sufficient registered nurse staffing per resident. 

 

The ANMF’s evidence supports the delivery of an average of 4.3 hours of care (or 4 hours, eighteen 
minutes) per day for each resident delivered by workforce comprised of 30% registered nurses, 20% 
enrolled nurses, and 50% care workers. Added to this average care time is the time required by other 
direct-care staff including allied health care professionals, specialists, and medical doctors which as yet 
has not been factored into the ANMF’s recommendations. Further, our calculations are based on the 
skills mix project table which did not include the extra 30-minutes recommended by expert focus group 
members and based on the results of the MISSCARE Study. Without the additional 30-minutes added to 
the care times stipulated in the staffing and skills mix table, some 3- and 4-star rated staffing timings are 
appropriate to some resident profiles, but when the extra 30-minutes is included, only staffing that would 
receive a 5-star rating would be expected to provide sufficient care time for residents. 

 

 
Figure 1: Nursing and personal care hours/ resident/ day pre-focus groups and MISSCARE survey 
(Willis, Price et al. 2016).9  
 

Only total staff care timing and registered nurse care timing have been used from the ANMF study 
(highlighted in Figure 1). Colour coding has been added to Figure 1 above to clearly identify how resident 
profiles from the ANMF study have been mapped to the NHC staffing rating groups in Figure 2 below. 
ANMF Study resident profiles have been assigned the same colour (e.g. profiles 1 & 2 are blue) where 
mapping to the NHC rating system would appear to allocate those profiles to the same star rating in 
terms of the care times they would require.   

 

                                                 
9 The values in Figure 1 above do not include a recommended additional 30-minutes of care per day as recommended 
by focus groups and results of the MISSCARE survey within the report 

Resident Profile RCHPD

Total Residential 
and Personal 
Care Minutes Per 
Day RN (min) EN (min) PCW (min) 

1 2.5 150 45 30 75

2 3 180 54 36 90

3 3.5 210 63 42 105

4 4 240 72 48 120

5 4.5 270 81 54 135

6 5 300 90 60 150



 

 
 

Figure 2: Table adapted from the UoW Report (originally adapted from the CMS Technical Users’ 
Guide April 2019) with ANMF Study resident profiles mapped onto NHC staff ratings. 
 

Mapping resident profiles of the 2016 ANMF Study and associated minimum staffing requirements to the 
NHC rating system for staffing indicates that the highest 5-star ratings attainable (Cells 5/4 and 5/5) are 
the minimum star-ratings that would be required to meet the minimum staffing requirement (including 
the extra 30-minutes) as recommended by the ANMF. 

 
If the additional recommended 30-minutes is not included, other NHC rating system staffing timings 
could be considered to adequately satisfy ANMF profile requirements:  

 
• Resident Profiles 1 and 2 would require at a minimum the second highest 3-star rating (Cell 

4/1). 
• Resident Profile 3 would require at a minimum 3-star rating (Cell 4/2). For Resident Profile 

3 to be appropriate to this star rating, then a facility must maximise their RN minutes for 
that category (i.e. 63 mins/resident/day).  

• Resident Profile 4 would require at a minimum the highest attainable 4-star rating (Cell 
5/3). 

Figure Legend 
 

• Values provided by CHSD Report, interpreted as >63 / >264 to maintain mutual 
exclusivity. Where Resident Profile 3 requires 63 minutes of RN staffing per day, 
different interpretations of ≥ 63 / ≥ 264 rate Resident Profile 3 significantly differently.  

 
^ Resident Profile 3 is only allocated this star rating where RN Staffing is maximised within the 
category (i.e. 63 minutes), if not maximising RN staffing in this scenario (i.e. <63 minutes) then ^ 
indicates star ratings that would not be appropriate for Resident Profile 3. 

 
▧ Cross-hatched cells indicate where an ANMF resident profile staffing requirement is exceeded 
either by additional RN minutes or additional total staff minutes. 

 
‒ ‒ Broken-outline cells indicate a rating required to deliver minimum best-quality care (inclusive 
of the additional recommended 30-minutes of care) as determined by the ANMF Study. 

 

1 2 3 4 5

<186 186 - 215 215 - 242 242 - 264 ≥ 264*

1 < 19 ★ ★ ★★ ★★ ★★★

2 19 - 30 ★★ ★★ ★★ ★★★ ★★★
3 30 - 44 ★★ ★★★ ★★★ ★★★ ★★★★
4 44 - 63 ★★★ ★★★^ ★★★★^ ★★★★^ ★★★★^

5 ≥ 63* ★★★ ★★★★ ★★★★ ★★★★★ ★★★★★

RN Rating and Minutes
Total nurse staffing rating and minutes (RN, LPN and nurse aide)  



 

 
 

• Resident Profile 5 would require at a minimum the highest attainable 5-star ranking within 
the CMS system (Cell 5/5). 

• The total staffing requirement for Resident Profile 6 (as indicated by the ANMF Skills mix 
project) is only satisfied where a facility staffs 300 total care minutes and 90 RN care 
minutes per-day, this staffing requirement significantly exceeds the 264 total care minutes 
and 63 RN minutes required to achieve the highest 5-star best-practice ranking (Cell 5/5) as 
determined by the NHC rating system. 

 
The calculations above highlight that if the additional recommended 30 minutes is included with 4.3 
hours (on average) of care provided per resident per day, facilities would need to staff to what would be 
a minimum 5-star staffing rating to be considered as delivering the minimum requirement for best quality 
care. Of the two 5-star ratings attainable (Cells 5/4 and 5/5), a facility must staff above 258 
minutes/resident/day to ensure an appropriate level of care is being delivered in line with evidence-
based ANMF recommendations. As such, at the ‘lower end’ of the 5-star rating in Cell 4/5 would not meet 
requirements for best-practice care. 

 
In Australia, we should be striving to achieve ‘best-practice’ care rather than ‘acceptable’ or ‘good’ 
practice staffing, as illustrated above, for many residents, ‘acceptable’ and ‘good’ practice staffing would 
be neither safe nor adequate for their needs. As the UoW  report highlights, more than half of all 
Australian aged care residents (57.6%) are in homes that according to the CMS system would be allocated 
1- or 2-star staffing levels. This staffing level is unacceptable for the vast majority of residents and should 
not be tolerated. 

 

Of the remaining 42.4% of Australian residents, currently 27.0% would be classified as residing in homes 
that would achieve a 3-star staffing rating, 14.1% of residents are in homes that would receive a 4-star 
staffing rating, and 1.3% of residents are in homes that would receive a 5-star staffing rating. The ANMF 
contends that only the highest-end of what would be classed by the NHC rating system as 5-stars could 
be considered for ‘acceptable’ practice. 
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caring for vulnerable and often chronically or acutely unwell older
M.D. Peters, C. Marnie

1. Introduction

The Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety (the
Royal Commission) commenced in 2018 as the latest of a string
of Australian inquiries aimed at improving the sector. One of the
matters the Commission is inquiring into is how to best sustain-
ably deliver aged care services including through the increased
use of technological innovations (Royal Commission into Aged Care
Quality and Safety, 2019). By no means a new focus in the plethora
of inquiries into aged care both nationally and abroad, technologi-
cal innovation naturally and deservedly is looked to as a promising
(and often proven) means of improving efficiency, health, and
wellbeing outcomes. In aged care, there are a variety of techno-
logical innovations including those that are designed to; facilitate
improved access to the sector and services (e.g. web-based plat-
forms, tele-/video-health), improve health outcomes (e.g. mobility
aids, pressure injury alerts), and support better wellbeing (e.g.
novel technologies to enhance engagement for people with demen-
tia). While this paper cannot go into detail regarding the full
range and nature of technological innovations used in aged care,
a selection of examples is provided. In many cases, technologi-
cal innovations are adopted to increase automation and therefore
the efficiency and productivity of work by minimising the need for
human engagement and effort. This paper uses several examples of
the types of technological innovations noted above to discuss and
problematise the notion that technological innovations in aged care
reduce or even preclude the need to ensure a sufficient number and
skills mix of staff.

In discussing the importance of technological innovation in aged
care, some commentators draw a contrast between technological
interventions with others such as mandating minimum staffing
levels and skills mixes, suggesting that the two are diametrically
opposed and that increasing the number and skills mix of staff
in aged care has little benefit to residents while risking stifling
innovation and increasing staffing costs (House of Representatives
Standing Committee on Health, Aged Care and Sport, 2018; Usher,
2019).

This paper is not an argument against technological innovation,
nor a critique that seeks to downplay its benefits in aged care and
beyond. Instead, in this paper we discuss the argument put forward
by some during the Royal Commission, that investment and support
for the aged care workforce via mandating minimum safe staffing
levels and skills mix risks undermining the capacity for techno-
logical innovations to increase productivity in the sector (Rooney,
2019, page 14, para 120):

“. . .[S]taff-to-resident ratios may limit the ability of providers
to efficiently deliver appropriate care (including through the
use of innovative care models and technology) by setting rigid,
centrally determined constraints on the allocation resources.”

While Mr Rooney did also highlight that Leading Age Services
Australia (LASA) – the organisation of which Mr Rooney is Chief
Executive Officer – supports increasing the hours of care received
by residents in the same witness statement, the opposition posed
between mandated minimum staff ratios and technological inno-
vation is clear.

Technological innovations have the potential for greatly ben-
efiting people who receive aged care and can also assist nurses
and other aged care staff to do their jobs. As the Commission has
heard, assistive technologies including hearing aids and improve-
ments to beds and chairs are already widely present in aged
care and are successful in reducing dependency on many services
(Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety, 2019). Our

argument is not that technological innovation does not have an
important place in aged care, but that an unswerving focus on
technology rather than upon the people at the centre of aged care
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isks losing sight of the importance of human relationships, respect,
ignity, and compassion so vital to a safe, quality aged care system.

As another argument for the importance of human engage-
ent and contact, there is increasing evidence supporting smaller

ized, public aged care services in terms of better care, better out-
omes for residents, and improved work satisfaction for staff, due
o the greater potential for human interaction and resident choice
Baldwin et al., 2017; Barron and West, 2017; Spangler et al., 2019;

inblad et al., 2017). Loneliness and social isolation is already
revalent in the aged care sector (Barbosa Neves et al., 2019), and
urther limiting social interaction risks increasing this further.

. Workforce pressures in aged care

Aged care staff, and residents most of all, suffer from the ongo-
ng degradation of the workforce’s ability to provide safe, quality
are (Hodgkin et al., 2017). This is not because staff do not want to,
ut often because they simply do not have the numbers, resources,
ime, and support to do their jobs well (Australian Nursing and

idwifery Federation (ANMF, 2019). This fact appears to be well
nderstood by the Royal Commission, whose overall impression of
he sector is one ‘that is failing’ where good staff and providers suc-
eed ‘despite the aged care system in which they operate rather
han because of it’ (Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and
afety, 2019, pg. 9). Indeed, the sector is beset by challenges with
ecruitment and retention, themselves caused and magnified by
oor working conditions and support, inadequacy of remuneration,

imited opportunities for career progression, and a top-down cul-
ure of ‘do better and faster with less’ (Royal Commission into Aged
are Quality and Safety, 2019).

Observations of the pressure that staff are under to provide gen-
ine, compassionate care are not new. In a submission to the 2011
roductivity Commission inquiry into aged care, Associate Profes-
or Yun-Hee Jeon submitted the following:

“In the context of a shortage of skilled practitioners, and a poor
skill mix (too few skilled staff relative to less skilled staff), nurses
are obliged to spend their work time on tasks for which only
they are qualified. In this task oriented aged care work envi-
ronment, nurses are no longer able to provide “care” that they
want to and have been taught to give (holistic and humanistic
care). Instead, they have become conditioned to work as part
of a production line (e.g., doing ‘pills’, documenting, dressing
wounds). As a result, the culture of nursing care in the aged
care sector is no longer conducive to or supportive of person
centred approaches to care, which require time with care recip-
ients and flexibility in work organisation to enable care to be
more tailored to individual needs.” (Jeon, 2011, pg.1)

In a sector where residents (Mitchell, 2019), family members
Eastman, 2019), consumer advocates (Yates, 2019), staff (Nobes,
019), and experts (Bartone, 2019), call for the right numbers of
ell-trained and experienced staff with the right skills and right

ttitudes to provide safe, compassionate care, does technological
nnovation a feasible, appropriate solution that does not rely on
aving enough of the right kinds of staff?

“It’s plain common sense, really, that you can’t provide aged care
ithout a suitably numerous and skilled workforce.” (Gray, 2019,
g.6588)

. Technology for increasing productivity

Technology is often a catalyst for increasing productivity, but
s ‘productivity’ the right word to use when we are talking about
eople in a safe, compassionate, and meaningful way?
Productivity is an economic term that can be understood as sim-

ly referring to the relationship between inputs and outputs of
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production where the goal is often to improve production efficiency
and volume of output through reducing the cost of production and
inputs. But what are the outputs or products of aged care when
the central focus of the sector could largely be explained to be pro-
viding safe, effective, meaningful, and sustainable quality care to
older people often as they enter the later years of their lives? With-
out downplaying the significance of aged care in the context of the
national economy – particularly in terms of the size of its workforce
and capacity for employing and directly and indirectly supporting
a range of workers and businesses - aged care is not an industry
that seeks to produce a product, but rather provide a service. How-
ever, for some, such as those providers whose focus is clearly upon
profit and cost minimisation, (Centre for International Corporate
Tax Accountablity and Research, 2020; Tax Justice Network –
Australia and Centre for International Corporate Tax Accountablity
and Research, 2019; Tax Justice Network Australia, 2018) aged care
appears to be seen as an opportunity for profit and shareholder
benefit rather than an important right of all older Australians to
grow old as comfortably and happily as possible in safe, supportive
environments of their own choice with access to quality health and
personal care that meets their needs and preferences.

The Productivity Commission, the Australian Government’s
independent research and advisory body that focusses ‘on ways
of achieving a more productive and efficient economy’ led an 2011
inquiry into aged care, and while many of the recommendations
resulting from the enquiry were to be commended (Productivity
Commission, 2011), many have criticised the lack of genuine
engagement or solutions to critical workforce issues that plagued
the sector almost a decade ago (Australian Nursing Federation
(ANF, 2011). Many of findings and assertions made in the Commis-
sion’s report continue to influence positions on ongoing matters
today, such as the association between technological innovation
and mandated minimum staffing levels and skills mix (Productivity
Commission, 2011). Criticism has also been levelled at the Com-
mission’s general goal of advocating for the marketisation of aged
care and perspective that greater competition in the sector would
sufficiently enable advances in quality of care (Hughes, 2011). In
terms of technological innovation, the Productivity Commission
recognised that while better use of technology, among a range of
initiatives, would be necessary to improve productivity, aged care
will continue to be labour-intensive and necessarily dependent
upon a sufficient number of appropriately trained and experienced
staff (Productivity Commission, 2011). The Commission however,
was critical of mandating minimum staffing ratios and highlighted
the concern that especially for smaller providers, implementa-
tion of ratios could create operational difficulties (Productivity
Commission, 2011). This point was picked up by Mr Rooney (and
others) who have echoed the Commission’s assertion that staff
ratios are a ‘blunt instrument’ that may limit the ability of providers
to deliver care.

We contend that without a sufficient number of the right kinds
of staff, technological innovations on their own are not the answer
to the systemic problems within the aged care sector, and that
overreliance on technology and assumptions that technology can
effectively and meaningfully replace real person-to-person contact
distracts from the central premise that aged care must focus on
dignity, respect, compassion, and the person.

4. Technology for ease of access

Technological innovations are not unproblematically adopted
in aged care. While the Internet offers an unprecedented level of

connectivity and access to information, many older people may
not be familiar or able to efficiently use or access web-based ser-
vices such as those designed to facilitate access to aged care (Royal
Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety, 2019). While many
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lder people are willing and able to develop greater skills with the
nternet, even carers who are often lead- or co-decision makers
egarding aged care services have reported negative experiences
ith using aged care websites (Royal Commission into Aged Care
uality and Safety, 2019). Further, information and communica-

ion technologies may also not be well utilised by staff themselves
ue to lack of training, skills, and computer literacy (Adebayo et al.,
017).

Here, real human interrelationships and face-to-face contact
s clearly needed for many people to be able to effectively and
omfortably access the aged care services they need and want. Tele-
ealth – including videolink - is one innovation that does have

mmense promise in enabling greater connection and access for
eople with aged care services, but clearly one that is contin-
ent upon a skilled workforce for implementation (Koivunen and
aranto, 2018). Dehumanising the sector also has the potential to
rode human contact and relationships if relied upon exclusively
Botrugno, 2019; Loh et al., 2009).

. Technology for health improvements

Beyond access and information, technological innovations offer
any opportunities for health benefit and better outcomes includ-

ng through exercise (Valenzuela et al., 2018), falls prevention
Vandenberg et al., 2017), medication administration (Gnjidic et al.,
018), and more.

Adherence to pressure ulcer prevention and documentation
n nursing homes can be suboptimal and lead to higher avoid-
ble morbidity and mortality (Hansen and Fossum, 2016). Various
nnovations have been developed to enhance pressure ulcer pre-
ention and include resident monitoring technology (Yap et al.,
019), powered hybrid air surfaces (Shi et al., 2018), and self-
onitoring technologies that support risk assessment and selfcare

Patton et al., 2018). Studies have shown that many technological
nnovations in aged care may be acceptable and feasibly imple-

ented from the perspectives of both residents and staff (Khosravi
nd Ghapanchi, 2016), however it is important to acknowledge
he potential and often overlooked risks and unforeseen outcomes
hat may accompany the adoption of new technologies designed to
eplace activities traditionally carried out by staff (Chen and Schulz,
016).

For example, while resident monitoring technology may effec-
ively alert staff as to when repositioning may be required and
ontribute to more time and resource efficient practice, despite
eing acceptable for both residents and staff, there is a risk that a
uman element of care is removed (Chamanga and Butcher, 2016).
y only notifying staff when repositioning is required – or even
ther technologies that use air to redistribute the resident’s weight
utomatically without staff involvement – it could be that less
nd less actual person-to-person care occurs. Clinical experience,
udgement, and holistic and person-centred assessment of needs
nd preferences is required. It is when staff have the time to engage
ith residents and not simply focus on the task at hand that mean-

ngful social relationships are formed and maintained (Houghton
t al., 2016; Oppert et al., 2018). Rushed, purely task-oriented work,
nd automation of resident monitoring may also result in potential
nstances of missed care where either the device fails to work prop-
rly, or when staff only have time to focus on certain aspects of care
hile missing others. Another risk that remains little explored in

he literature is the question of whether technologies may result in
he further erosion of staffing numbers and skills mix by automat-
ng work traditionally carried out by humans.
. Technology to improve wellbeing

We argue that safe staffing levels and skill mix facilitates the
ptake and success of technological innovations that are designed
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to improve the wellbeing of residents. Simply bringing a new tech-
nological innovation into a nursing home is no guarantee of its
successful adoption, use, and impact. ‘Paro’ a seal-like robot that
has gained widespread attention as an innovative technology to
improve dementia care for older people, has been little studied
in terms of how older people experience using it and factors that
underpin effective use (Hung et al., 2019). In fact; it appears that
most research on Paro is researcher directed and focussed and does
not examine the needs or experiences of older people or seek to
identify and address barriers to successful and appropriate imple-
mentation (Hung et al., 2019). One recent study has also found clear
discrepancies between what older people value in relation to com-
panion robots (including Paro) and what roboticists who develop
the devices value, highlighting the need for better user-centred
design (Bradwell et al., 2019).

Technologies that are designed to improve quality of life by
enhancing older peoples’ engagement in physical and social activi-
ties, while effective, may not be a suitable substitute for real person-
to-person relationships which themselves partially underpin the
success or failure of the technology. Without meaningful social
engagement between staff and residents, an otherwise effective
technological device such as an interactive touchscreen-facilitated
activity intervention may fail (Juul et al., 2019). Without integration
of the technology into existing daily routine, management support
for staff to engage with the technology together with the residents,
and ongoing positive social interaction between staff and residents,
innovations will fall flat. In this study, job and time constraints hin-
dered the staff’s capacity and willingness to use the device with
residents which in turn was found to reduce resident engagement
(Juul et al., 2019). Staff were worried that management did not
consider interacting with the device with residents a good use of
their time and in turn, management confirmed that the funding
model governing care did not acknowledge the provision of social
care as something that was either unimportant or was expected to
occur naturally (Juul et al., 2019). Based on these observations, we
can reflect that nursing homes where there are insufficient num-
bers of the right kind of staff to provide safe effective care in a
manner where there is time left over for valuable social interac-
tion with residents technological innovations designed to enhance
older peoples’ quality of life and engagement are likely to fail.

7. Discussion

In this article we have explored several different types of tech-
nological innovations in aged care and problematised the notion
that minimum staffing levels and skills mixes would necessarily
undermine the ability of providers to deliver care though the util-
isation of technological innovations. Technological innovation has
a clear place in the future of aged care, but hopefully not one that
limits the importance of and opportunities for human contact and
interaction.

Robotics are emerging as some of the most advanced innova-
tions in health and aged care (Bradwell et al., 2020; García-Soler
et al., 2018). Debate is rich in this space (Vandemeulebroucke
et al., 2018), but some authors have commented that despite the
promising capabilities of robots to take on some service roles in the
aged-care, economic pressures would guarantee that reduction in
the amount and quality of human contact would occur with great
detriment to experiences and wellbeing (Rubeis, 2020; Sparrow
and Sparrow, 2006). The dehumanisation of aged care through tech-
nology implemented to enhance only productivity and profitability

is a real risk for a sector that already faces a lack of opportunities
for sustained and compassionate care due to lack of staff. We there-
fore agree with those who suggest that nurses should oversee the
introduction of technological innovations and ensure human con-
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act and relationships continue in tandem with a technologically
dvancing developing sector (Pepito and Locsin, 2019).

‘Dehumanising’ is one of the many criticisms of the Australian
ged care sector. The sector itself, when it loses sight of the people
hat it exists for and because of, is dehumanising. Where providers
ut profits before people and efficiency of production before com-
assion, the sector fails those it is meant to care for and support
those whose lives and livelihoods depend on a sector that sees,

istens to, and understands them. Older people are dehumanised
hen restrictive practices are used often simply because there are
ot enough staff or too few qualified staff present onsite (Castle and
ogel, 1998; Staggs et al., 2017).

. Conclusion

Technological innovation offers numerous and varied opportu-
ities for improving Australia’s aged care sector for older people,
heir loved ones, and workers, but technology does not exist in a
acuum. Reliance on technology when it is to the detriment of the
lder person – be that through limiting opportunities for human
ontact or the number or type of staff available to provide care risks
urther dehumanisation of the sector. People created technology
nd people in aged care are needed to employ it effectively along-
ide and intertwined with genuine, physical and interpersonal
ontact and care. As with all other reforms necessary to address the
ystemic problems in Australia’s aged care sector, at least enough of
he right number of the right kind of staff are urgently required as
he keystone upon which these other reforms depend. By maximis-
ng labour potential in aged care and enabling a sector that supports
suitably sized and skilled workforce to care for older people we

re supporting a workforce that is ready and able to leverage the
pportunities offered by technological innovations in ways that do
ot dehumanise our older people.
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� whether minutes relate to staff being ‘engaged by the pro-
vider’ (as worded) or to provide actual resident care is

unspecified
� the Australian Government rejected 24/7 RN staffing
� the lack of distinction between EN and PCW roles disincenti-
vises the employment of ENs and devalues EN contributions

� the temporary exemptions to skill mix requirements, but not
staff numbers, risks erosion of RN and EN roles, particularly
in regional and remote areas

� providers are permitted to select a skills mix appropriate to the
home’smodel of care butwithout requirements that thismodel
of care be evidence based or suitable for residents’ needs

� aspiring to below best practice perpetuates the ethos of ‘good
enough’, which contradicts the Commission’s aims.

The Commission’s recommendation for minimum time

standards and the Australian Government’s limited response

do not go far enough and are not implemented soon enough. On

average, Australian residents currently receive 180 min of care,

including 36 min from RNs.6 The Commission’s recommenda-

tions add only 20 min more of care, including 4 min of RN care.

Although the Commission’s standards may meet the needs of

residents with below-average needs, because there are more

residents with highly complex care needs,4,8–10 we argue that

their care would be rushed or missed, leading to worse out-

comes.5,11,12 The objective of staffing nursing homes appropri-

ately should not be to achieve ‘absolute efficiency’, but to ensure

that staff work safely, provide person-centred care, develop

meaningful relationships with residents and can provide

unrushed, dignified care. Although the Commission specified

that homes with residents with greater needs would need to staff

accordingly, the recommendations do not provide a roadmap to
best practice care.

The Commission’s recommendations and the Australian
Government’s response are not the transformative reforms that
Australia’s nursing home residents and staff deserve. Numerous
widespread reforms are necessary, and were recommended by

the Commission, but a suitably sized workforce with an appro-
priate skills mix is foundational to the effectiveness and sustain-
ability of any reforms.13 Although ensuring that Australia’s

workforce can meet the staffing and skills mix necessary to
deliver best practice care cannot be achieved immediately due to
workforce shortages (particularly RNs),14 attraction and reten-

tion challenges15 and funding model deficiencies,16 the absence
of future planning towards a best practice minimum standard
contradicts the Commission’s aims.17 We recommend that the
minimum time standard must be higher and be gradually raised

so that by mid-2026 close to the equivalent of a best practice
five-star rating is achieved (Fig. 1). From mid-2026, Australian
nursing homes should staff so an average of �258 min of care

per day can be provided by a skills mix of 30% RNs, 20% ENs
and 50% PCWs.5,11,17 This way, on average, each resident could
receive at least 77 min of care per day from RNs, at least 52 min

from ENs and at least 129 min from PCWs. This, as well as
immediate implementation of 24/7 RN presence, which also
should be gradually enhanced by improving RN to resident

ratios, would support safe, effective, dignified care for all
residents.5 These staffing levels and skills mix should be
calculated across the home, not by individual units/wings, to
ensure flexibility to respond to changing resident care needs.

These reforms would underpin improved system and staff out-
comes, such as improved recruitment and retention, workplace
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Fig. 1. The Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation’s (ANMF) recommended implementation schedule (red line) compared with the Royal

Commission’s recommendations (RC Rec.; green line) and the Australian Government’s recommendations (blue line), plotted against the US Nursing

Home Compare’s Five-Star Quality Rating System (right).
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safety and staff satisfaction by ensuring time to provide respect-
ful, person-centred care.
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