
 
 
Understanding Long-Term Care: What You Need to Know 

Long-term care (LTC) refers to the services and support people may need when they can no 

longer perform basic activities of daily living (ADLs) on their own due to illness, injury, or 

aging. These activities include things like bathing, dressing, eating, and managing personal 

hygiene. While many associate long-term care with elderly individuals, it is important to note 

that long-term care can also be needed by younger people who experience chronic conditions, 

disabilities, or serious illnesses. 

This article will explore what long-term care is, who needs it, where it can be provided, and how 

to pay for it, helping you navigate this often-complex subject. 

What is Long-Term Care? 

Long-term care encompasses a wide range of services designed to meet the personal care needs 

of individuals who have a chronic illness, disability, or other condition that affects their ability to 

perform ADLs. It is not typically meant to cure a condition but to help manage everyday life in a 

way that maintains dignity, comfort, and independence as much as possible. 

Types of Long-Term Care Services 

Long-term care services can be provided in a variety of settings and may include: 

1. In-Home Care 

Many individuals prefer to receive long-term care in their own homes, as it provides a 

familiar and comfortable environment. In-home care services may include: 

o Personal care: Assistance with bathing, dressing, grooming, and toileting. 

o Nursing care: For individuals who need skilled nursing services, such as 

medication management, wound care, or monitoring chronic health conditions. 

o Homemaker services: Help with housekeeping, cooking, and running errands. 

2. Assisted Living 

Assisted living facilities provide housing and support for individuals who need assistance 

with some aspects of daily life but do not require 24/7 medical care. These facilities 

typically offer: 

o Help with ADLs like bathing, dressing, and medication management. 

o Social activities and events. 

o 24-hour supervision, but not full-time medical care. 

3. Nursing Homes (Skilled Nursing Facilities) 

Nursing homes offer around-the-clock medical care and are suitable for individuals with 

serious health conditions or disabilities who need constant supervision or medical 

treatment. Services provided in nursing homes include: 

o 24/7 medical care from registered nurses and licensed practical nurses. 

o Rehabilitation services (physical, occupational, or speech therapy). 



 
 

o Help with ADLs and personal care. 

4. Hospice Care 

Hospice is specialized care designed for individuals who are in the final stages of a 

terminal illness. It focuses on comfort and pain management rather than curative 

treatments. Hospice care can be provided in a patient’s home, in a hospice facility, or in a 

nursing home. 

5. Adult Day Care 

This service is often used by caregivers who need temporary relief while ensuring their 

loved ones receive care during the day. Adult day care centers offer supervision, social 

activities, and some medical support for individuals with chronic health conditions or 

disabilities. 

6. Memory Care 

This is specialized care for individuals with Alzheimer’s disease or other forms of 

dementia. Memory care can be provided in specific units within assisted living or nursing 

homes, offering a secure environment and tailored support. 

Who Needs Long-Term Care? 

While many people associate long-term care with elderly individuals, the need for it can arise at 

any age, especially in cases of serious illness or disability. Some of the most common reasons 

someone may need long-term care include: 

• Aging: As people age, they may experience physical or cognitive decline that limits their 

ability to care for themselves. Conditions like arthritis, heart disease, and diabetes may 

also increase the need for assistance. 

• Chronic Illness: Individuals with chronic conditions like Parkinson’s disease, multiple 

sclerosis, or stroke may need long-term care services as they progress in their illness. 

• Disabilities: People with disabilities, whether from birth or injury, may require long-term 

care to assist with daily activities. 

• Cognitive Impairment: Alzheimer’s disease, dementia, and other cognitive impairments 

often require specialized care as individuals may struggle with memory, orientation, and 

decision-making. 

Where is Long-Term Care Provided? 

Long-term care can be provided in a variety of settings, depending on the individual’s needs and 

preferences: 

1. At Home: Many individuals choose to receive care in the comfort of their own home 

with the help of professional caregivers, family members, or a combination of both. 

2. Assisted Living Facilities: These are residential communities that provide personal care 

services but allow for more independence than a nursing home. 

3. Nursing Homes: For individuals who need constant medical supervision or have 

complex medical needs. 



 
 

4. Hospice Facilities: For patients in the final stages of a terminal illness. 

5. Adult Day Centers: These centers provide a social and supportive environment for 

individuals who need care during the day but do not require full-time assistance. 

6. Memory Care Units: Specialized facilities for people with Alzheimer’s disease or other 

dementias. 

Paying for Long-Term Care 

One of the biggest concerns people have when it comes to long-term care is how to pay for it. 

Long-term care can be expensive, and Medicare typically only covers short-term care or care that 

is medically necessary, such as in a hospital or for rehabilitation. Here are the most common 

ways to pay for long-term care: 

1. Private Insurance 

Long-term care insurance is a specialized policy designed to cover the costs of care for 

those who need assistance with ADLs or have chronic conditions. It’s important to 

purchase this insurance before the need for care arises, as premiums are more affordable 

when purchased at a younger age. 

2. Medicare 

Medicare does not cover long-term care services in most cases. However, it may cover 

short stays in skilled nursing facilities if the individual has been hospitalized for at least 

three days prior to admission, and the care is deemed medically necessary. 

3. Medicaid 

Medicaid is a joint federal and state program that provides assistance for long-term care 

costs for low-income individuals. Each state has different eligibility rules, so it’s essential 

to check your state’s Medicaid program to see if you qualify. 

4. Out-of-Pocket 

Some individuals may pay for long-term care with personal savings, assets, or income. 

This can be a difficult option if care is needed for an extended period of time. 

5. Veterans Benefits 

Veterans may be eligible for long-term care benefits through the U.S. Department of 

Veterans Affairs (VA). The VA offers a range of services, including nursing homes, adult 

day care, and hospice care. 

Key Considerations When Planning for Long-Term Care 

• Assessing the Need for Care: It’s important to have a clear understanding of the 

individual’s health condition, personal preferences, and the level of care they need. 

Consulting healthcare providers and family members can help in this process. 

• Choosing the Right Care Setting: Consider what care setting would best suit the 

individual’s needs — whether it’s at home, an assisted living facility, or a nursing home. 

Comfort, accessibility, and the level of care required are all factors to consider. 



 
 

• Legal and Financial Planning: Planning for long-term care should include discussing 

financial resources, including insurance and saving for future expenses. In addition, legal 

documents such as powers of attorney, wills, and advance directives should be in place. 

Final Thoughts 

Long-term care is a critical component of life for many individuals who experience chronic 

conditions, disabilities, or aging. By understanding the different types of care, who needs it, 

where it can be provided, and how it can be paid for, families and individuals can make informed 

decisions about the care and support they need. 

Planning for long-term care should be done early, considering all potential options and resources. 

By starting the process early, individuals can ensure that they or their loved ones receive the care 

they need in the most appropriate setting, allowing for the highest quality of life possible. 

 

 

 


