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Given evidence from observational studies that publicly funded care
delivered in for-profit facilities is inferior to care delivered in public or
non-profit facilities, the precautionary principle should be applied when
developing policy for the frail and vulnerable population in nursing
homes, according to a new article in PLOS Medicine by Margaret
McGregor from the University of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada,
and colleagues.

Nursing homes, also called residential long-term care facilities or aged
care homes, are regulated institutions providing around-the-clock
medical and social care to mainly older people who are unable to live
independently due to physical and/or mental disability. Because of the
vulnerability of this population and frequent media reports of scandals
across many industrialized countries, nursing home care quality has been
a persistent focus of public concern.

Despite research efforts over the years to understand the impact of for-
profit ownership on care quality, it has not been possible to determine
directly whether associations between poorer care quality and for-profit
ownership are causal.

In their article the authors apply Bradford Hill's framework for
examining causation in observational research to examine whether
associations could be causal. They note that some of the Bradford Hill
criteria are clearly met, while others are less clear.

The authors conclude, "[a]t the very least, the precautionary principle
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should apply to this highly vulnerable nursing home population. The
precautionary principle shifts the debate by calling for preventive action,
even when there is uncertainty but credible evidence of potentially
significant impacts. This shift in burden of proof is based on the obvious
premise that harms to the public's health should be avoided and that
society should not have to wait for conclusive evidence before acting to
protect itself."
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