
5. Changes in Behavior

There is a range of emotional behaviors that can indicate something bad is going on for your loved 
one. Watch for signs like sudden withdrawal from activities, lack of appetite, low self-esteem, and/or 
suicidal behavior. New problems with eating and sleeping can signify an abusive situation or they can 
indicate underlying health problems. In general, if someone is afraid of a specific individual in a nursing 
home setting, abuse may be occurring.

Top 10 Signs of
Nursing Home Abuse

& Neglect

1. Pressure Sores

Cases of nursing home abuse and neglect and similar kinds of elder abuse can be difficult to 
identify and prove in court. Families need to know how to protect their loved ones who are in 
nursing homes. Here are some potential signs of abuse to look for:

Anyone whose mobility is hampered or who is confined to a bed or wheelchair is at risk of developing 
pressure sores (bedsores). Check pressure points on the buttocks, legs, elbows, and heels for evidence 
of pressure sores. They start out as reddened areas that do not blanch when pressed. If not attended 
to properly, the pressure can cause underlying tissue to break down and become infected.

2. Falls
If your loved one has a balance problem or difficulty walking, make sure the nursing home staff has a 
written plan in place to provide assistance while walking. Don’t allow the facility to ignore your loved 
one’s desire to walk simply because assistance is necessary.

3. Dehydration

Lack of fluids can cause confusion which may be misdiagnosed as dementia. It can also cause other 
conditions such as urinary tract infections, kidney failure, and skin breakdown. Make sure adequate 
beverages are available and your loved one is encouraged to drink lots of fluids.

4. Weight Loss

Watch for weight loss. If a loved one needs help eating, make sure he/she is being fed and is allowed 
plenty of time to eat (an hour or more for some). If your loved one is fed at bedside and is left unat-
tended, make sure he has eaten the food before the kitchen help takes the tray away.
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6. Poor Infection Control
Infection control is poor in many nursing homes and nurses are often reluctant to call doctors until 
symptoms become serious. If you see any sign of infection (fever, a burning sensation during urination, 
dark cloudy or foul-smelling urine, or a lack of energy), it is important to insist that a doctor examine 
your loved one before a problem becomes life-threatening.

7. Failure to Toilet
Make sure to ask your loved one whether their requests for toilet assistance are being ignored or if 
they are experiencing any of the symptoms of urinary tract infection such as burning urination, dark 
cloudy or foul-smelling urine.

8. Unnecessary Use of Restraints

There are two kinds of restraints: physical and chemical. Physical restraints prevent a person from 
moving by tying them to a fixed object. Chemical restraints are drugs intended to control a person’s 
behavior. The use of restraints must be medically necessary and ordered by a physician. The use of a 
restraint for staff convenience is against the law.

9. Medication Errors
Write down all the medication your loved one is supposed to get and make sure they get all of them. 
Once medication is ordered, call or visit to ensure that they are, in fact, administered as soon as they 
are prescribed. Make sure to discuss your loved one’s medications with the attending physician to 
learn whether they interact negatively with one another.

10. Other Environmental Factors
Some signs of abuse have physical indicators, such as bruises, burns, or other injuries. The individual’s 
environment can also have indicators of potential abuse, such as bad odors in the living space, a dirty 
environment in general, insect infestations in the nursing home, and other evident health and safety 
issues within the building. Missing or insufficient rails, ADA facilities and lifts all factor into the nursing 
home environment. A good facility must have adequate access infrastructure in place to keep seniors 
safe.

When you see the indicators that trouble you about an elderly loved one who is a nursing home 
resident, begin to document those indicators. This can mean photographing injuries, showing 
marks on the skin, or using behavioral information to diagnose other less tangible injuries. For 
other kinds of emotional situations, documentation may mean keeping a detailed journal. 

If you think you’ve identified nursing home abuse or neglect with your loved one, consult with 
professional nursing home abuse lawyers on what exactly the federal and state laws in this prac-
tice area cover. Solomon & Relihan can provide consultations to review the types of situations in 
which parties have an actionable nursing home abuse case.
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