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Skilled Nursing for Wound Care: When Should
Families in Chapel Hill, NC, Step Back?

Managing a wound at home can sound straightforward until it is not. For older adults, even a
small cut or skin tear can turn into a serious health concern if it is not treated appropriately.
Slower healing, chronic conditions, and age-related skin changes all raise the stakes. Knowing
when basic home care may be enough and when a skilled nurse may be needed can make a

meaningful difference in a senior’s recovery.

What Readers Will Learn

e Why wounds can be more difficult to heal in older adults.
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Which wound types may need skilled nursing oversight.
The warning signs that require prompt medical attention.
How skilled home health nursing and in-home caregiving differ.

How families can help reduce pressure-injury risk at home.

How Aging Changes Wound Healing

Skin becomes thinner and more fragile with age, making it easier to injure and harder to repair.

The body’s natural healing process can slow, and the immune response that helps fight

infection may become less efficient.

Several factors can compound these challenges:

Chronic conditions: Diabetes, heart disease, and peripheral artery disease can reduce

blood flow to the skin and impair tissue repair.

Medications: Blood thinners, corticosteroids, and other medications can affect clotting

and healing.

Nutritional deficiencies: Inadequate protein, vitamin C, zinc, and other nutrients can

slow the body’s ability to rebuild damaged tissue.

Limited mobility: Less movement can increase the risk of pressure injuries on bony

areas, such as the heels, hips, and tailbone.

Dehydration: Inadequate fluid intake can affect skin health and the body’s ability to

transport nutrients to healing tissue.

These factors do not simply slow healing. They can turn a manageable wound into a chronic or

worsening one.

Wounds That Often Need Skilled Nursing

Not every wound needs a home health nurse, but some conditions consistently benefit from

professional oversight.



Surgical Incisions

Surgical incisions, especially after orthopedic, cardiac, or abdominal procedures, can need

close monitoring for reopening, drainage, infection, and proper healing after discharge.

Pressure Injuries

Pressure injuries, sometimes called bedsores, develop when sustained pressure limits blood
flow to the skin. Open wounds and pressure injuries that are worsening should be assessed by a

healthcare professional.

Diabetic Foot Ulcers

Diabetic foot ulcers can have a higher infection risk and may heal slowly because diabetes can

affect circulation and nerve sensation. Prompt assessment is important.

Venous and Arterial Leg Ulcers

Leg ulcers related to circulation problems can be chronic and recurrent. They may require

specialized dressings, compression therapy when prescribed, and ongoing clinical monitoring.

Skin Tears, Burns, and Post-Radiation Wounds

Skin tears are common in seniors with fragile skin and can be difficult to close properly. Burns,
even seemingly minor ones, warrant careful assessment in older adults. Skin affected by cancer

treatment can heal differently and may require specialized clinical care.

Chronic Nonhealing Wounds

A wound that has not shown meaningful improvement after several weeks of appropriate care

should be reassessed by the treating healthcare provider or a qualified wound-care clinician.

Warning Signs That Need Prompt Attention

Some signs indicate that a wound may be getting worse rather than better. Contact a healthcare

provider promptly if you notice:



e Increasing redness, warmth, or swelling around the wound edges.
e Pus, cloudy drainage, or a foul odor.

e Wound edges pulling apart or tissue that looks dark or black.

e Fever, chills, or sudden confusion.

e Red streaks spreading outward from the wound.

e No visible improvement with consistent home care.

e Worsening or uncontrolled pain.

Seniors with diabetes, compromised immune systems, or poor circulation should be monitored

especially closely because infections can escalate quickly.

When It’s an Emergency

Call 911 or seek emergency care for uncontrolled bleeding, loss of consciousness, severe
difficulty breathing, signs of a severe allergic reaction, or sudden severe illness. For new fever,
spreading redness, new confusion, rapid wound deterioration, or worsening pain, contact the

home health agency, wound-care clinician, or physician immediately for urgent direction.

What a Skilled Home Health Nurse Does

When a physician orders skilled nursing as part of a home health plan, a licensed nurse can
visit the home to provide clinical wound care tailored to the individual’s treatment plan. This is

medical care, not general caregiving.
Skilled nursing wound care may include:
e Wound assessment: Measuring wound size and depth, assessing tissue, documenting

drainage, and tracking healing progress.

e Wound cleaning and ordered treatment: Cleaning or irrigating the wound and providing
ordered treatments, including debridement when clinically appropriate and within the

clinician’s scope.



e Dressing selection and changes: Applying prescribed dressings based on wound

characteristics and healing stage.
e Infection monitoring: Identifying early signs of infection or complications.

e Care-team coordination: Communicating wound changes to the physician and updating

care as directed.

e Patient and family education: Teaching caregivers how to protect the wound between

visits, what to watch for, and when to call for help.

This level of care can be especially valuable after a hospital discharge, surgery, or

rehabilitation stay, when wounds are still actively healing.

Preventing Pressure Injuries

For seniors with limited mobility, prevention is as important as treatment. Pressure injuries
can develop when sustained pressure limits blood flow to the skin, often over the heels,

sacrum, hips, and elbows.
Effective prevention strategies may include:

e Repositioning according to the individualized care plan.
e Using prescribed pressure-relieving surfaces, such as specialized mattresses or cushions.

e Keeping skin clean and dry, especially when incontinence or perspiration creates

moisture.
e Supporting adequate nutrition and hydration.

e Performing daily skin checks, particularly in high-risk areas, to spot early redness before

it progresses.

A home health nurse can assess a senior’s pressure-injury risk and help develop an

individualized prevention plan.

How In-Home Care Supports Healing



Skilled nursing addresses the clinical side of wound care, but recovery at home involves much
more than dressing changes. In-home caregivers can provide important non-clinical support
by:

e Preparing nutritious meals that support healing.

e Assisting with personal hygiene while protecting wound sites.

e Helping with mobility and repositioning according to the care plan.

e Providing medication reminders.

e Observing and reporting changes in the wound or the senior’s overall condition.

When skilled nursing and in-home caregiving work together, seniors can receive clinical

oversight alongside the daily support needed for a safer recovery at home.

Supporting Safer Healing in Chapel Hill

Complex wound care does not have to fall entirely on families. With the right professional

support, seniors can recover at home comfortably and with appropriate medical oversight.

Always Best Care of Chapel Hill offers services designed to help older adults stay safe and
supported throughout recovery. Depending on your loved one’s needs and the services
available in the area, support may include skilled nursing through a home health referral and

in-home caregiving to assist with daily tasks.

If your loved one is managing a wound, recovering from surgery, or needs extra support at
home, contact Always Best Care of Chapel Hill to schedule a care consultation and explore your

options.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: How do I know if a wound needs a nurse or if I can treat it at home?
A: Minor wounds, such as small cuts, superficial scrapes, or mild skin irritation, can often be

managed with appropriate cleaning and bandaging. Contact a healthcare provider if the wound



is deep, will not stop bleeding, shows infection signs, involves a chronic condition such as

diabetes, or is not improving as expected. When in doubt, seek professional guidance.

Q: Does Medicare cover skilled nursing for wound care at home?

A: Medicare may cover eligible home health services, including skilled nursing for wound care,
when care is medically necessary, ordered by a qualifying provider, and the person meets
applicable coverage requirements. Eligibility is determined individually. Confirm current

coverage with the home health agency, healthcare provider, or Medicare.

Q: What is the difference between home health and in-home care?

A: Home health is medical care delivered by licensed professionals, such as nurses and
therapists, under a qualifying provider’s order. In-home care is non-medical assistance with
daily activities, such as bathing, meals, mobility, and companionship. Both may be used at the

same time and can work well when coordinated.

Q: How often will a home health nurse visit for wound care?
A: Visit frequency depends on the wound type and severity, physician orders, and healing
progress. Some wounds may need frequent visits initially, while others need nursing care a few

times per week. The schedule can be adjusted as the wound heals.

Q: Can pressure injuries be treated at home, or do they require hospitalization?

A: Some pressure injuries may be treated at home when a healthcare provider determines
home-based care is appropriate. Advanced, rapidly worsening, or infected wounds may require
specialist involvement or a higher level of care. The treating provider should guide the

appropriate setting.

Q: What should caregivers do between nursing visits?

A: Follow the nurse’s instructions carefully. This may include keeping the dressing clean and
intact, monitoring for changes such as increased redness, odor, or drainage, supporting
hydration and nutrition, and assisting with repositioning according to the care plan. Contact

the nurse or physician right away if anything changes.
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