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Foreword 
 
The Nursing Home Design Guide 2006 signals a significant change in VA’s approach to 
the environment of care for Long Term Care residents.  It is an extremely important 
addition to the series of Design Guides for various elements of the United States 
Department of Veterans Affairs facilities produced by the Office of Facilities 
Management.  This excellence was achieved with the indispensable input of:  Lorraine 
G. Hiatt, Ph.D.; Martin Cohen, FAIA; Christa M. Hojlo, DNSc; and Dennis Hancher, RA.  
They gave countless unstinting effort to the creation of this document which signals the 
transformation of the culture of care in VA, discussed by Dr. Hojlo in the Introduction.  
Their extensive experience in this subject, supplemented by traveling to look at and 
meet with staff and residents at VA, State, and private sector Nursing Homes across the 
country, was further assisted by the experts in the Nursing Home Design Advisory 
Group and the consulting services of EBA Ernest Bland Associates, P.C. 
 
This volume is meant to be a guide, not a code or regulation.  It reflects the best 
practices of care and supporting facility design concepts for creating functional, 
pleasing, nurturing, and efficient environments for those veterans who reside in VA or 
State sponsored Nursing Homes, as well as for those who serve and honor the 
residents. 
 
The drawings illustrate possibilities, meant to allow deviation, not always to be copied 
without variation.  Although the guide illustrates some double room layouts, it is VA’s 
strong preference to create only single bedrooms, except for special requirements.  The 
dignity, privacy, and special needs of the individual residents must be paramount.  
Those who have served the Nation will live in these buildings, perhaps for the remainder 
of their lives, and deserve no less. 
 
 
Lloyd H. Siegel, FAIA 
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Introduction  
 
This nursing home design guide 
represents a unique collaborative effort 
on the part of architects, nursing home 
providers, clinicians, and others to set 
forth an approach to designing and 
building nursing homes based on a 
resident centered, resident focused 
approach to care.  The guide represents 
the best thinking of experts who are 
committed to transforming the culture of 
care in nursing homes built on the 
notion that in large part, the actual 
facility design itself contributes to the 
well being and positive outcomes of 
care in such facilities. 
 
The transformation of the culture of care 
in nursing homes is grounded in two 
essential principles:   
 
1. The resident comes first, and   
2. Nursing homes today and into the 

future are defined as a dynamic 
array of services when hospital care 
is no longer necessary and nursing 
home is the only option.   

 
Nursing homes have suffered from their 
affiliation with the hospital model, 
negative press, and overall 
institutionalization of those who need 
this service.  The transformation of the 
culture of care in nursing homes focuses 
attention on enhancing the resident’s 
ability to function and live fully until he or 
she dies.  The driver of care in the new 
culture is achieving “the highest 

practicable quality of life” for residents 
rather than solely treating the medical 
diagnosis.  
 
The new culture embraces the resident 
as the focal point of care and delivers an 
environment conducive to facilitating 
quality or life as well as quality of care 
while overriding the negative 
stereotypes.  Very personal components 
of residing in the nursing home such as 
the need for privacy, the need for 
natural light, comfortable and safe 
flooring, engagement in meaningful use 
of time, inviting dining experiences, and 
living space that generates elements of 
the comforts of home, are 
characteristics of the new nursing home.   
 
Design that enhances the physical 
environment to support quality of life for 
the resident is critical to positive 
outcomes of care regardless of why the 
resident is admitted to the nursing 
home.  
 
The challenge then, from a design 
perspective, is to de-institutionalize the 
facility space in order to promote 
fullness of life for residents regardless of 
reason for admission.  This guide then 
will serve as a resource for those 
embarking on the path of creating 
environments where residents thrive in 
ways never imagined possible in 
institutions of care. 
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Glossary  
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Abbreviations  
 
A  Amps   

ABA   Architectural Barriers Act  

AC/HR Air Changes per Hour   

ADA   Americans with Disability Act  

ADAAG  ADA Accessibility Guidelines 

AHJ  Authority Having Jurisdiction 

AIA   American Institute of Architects  

ANSI  American National Standards Institute  

AR  As Required  

BOMA  Building Owners and Management Association  

CAD  Computer Assisted Design 

CARES Capital Asset Realignment for Enhanced Services 

CFM  Cubic Feet per Minute 

CON  Certificate of Need  

DAG  Design Advisory Group  

EPA  Environmental Protection Agency  

FC  Foot Candle  

FM  Office of Facilities Management  

FTEE  Full Time Equivalent Employee  

GRECC Geriatric Research, Education and Clinical Center 

GSF  Gross Square Feet    

GSM  Gross Square Meters 

HIPAA Healthcare Insurance Portability and Accountability Act  

HP  Horsepower  

HPD  Hours per Day   

HVAC  Heating, Ventilating and Air Conditioning   

IAQ  Indoor Air Quality 

IBC  International Building Code  

JCAHO  Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations 

LB   Pound, Pounds 
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Abbreviations (cont’d)  

 

LEED  Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 

LUX  Lumen Per Square Meter 

MDS  Minimum Data Set 

NFPA  National Fire Protection Association 

NHCU  Nursing Home Care Unit 

NHRA  Nursing Home Reform Act (of 1987) 

NSF  Net Square Feet 

NSM  Net Square Meters 

NTS  Not to Scale 

OBRA   Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act (of 1987) 

OSHA  Occupational Safety and Health Administration 

OT  Occupational Therapy 

PG  Program Guide 

PT  Physical Therapy 

RUG  Resource Utilization Group 

RH  Relative Humidity 

RT  Recreation Therapy 

SF  Square Feet, Square Foot 

SVH  State Veterans Home 

SqM  Square Meters 

TV  Television 

UBC  Uniform Building Code 

UFAS  Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards 

UPS  Uninterruptible Power Supply 

USGBC United States Green Building Council 

V  Volts 

VA  Department of Veterans Affairs 

VACO  Veterans Affairs Central Office 
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Abbreviations (cont’d)  

 

VAMC  Veterans Affairs Medical Center 

VHA  Veterans Health Administration 

VISN  Veterans Integrated Service Network 

VSO  Veterans Service Organizations 

W  Watts 


