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CARING FOR THE ELDERLY

MANY CUL TURES, ES PE CIALLY THOSE IN ASIA, HAVE A LONG TRA DI TION OF

rev er ence and car ing for the el derly that, for the most part, has been
car ried on to day. West ern so ci et ies at times in his tory have been less
in clined to de vote per sonal and gov ern ment re sources to the el derly,
some times view ing the aged as less valu able mem bers of so ci ety who
no lon ger have much to con trib ute. Any one with a lov ing el derly
par ent, grand par ent, other fam ily mem ber, or friend knows that
noth ing could be fur ther from the truth.
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Tish Sommers and Laurie Shields, writ ing in their book, Women
Take Care: The Con se quences of Caregiving in To day’s So ci ety, note:
“The duty of car ing for fail ing el derly rel a tives is more than a fam ily
mat ter, a per sonal di lemma, or a sex eq uity is sue. Ba si cally, it is a
prob lem of how our so ci ety views old and dis abled peo ple. With the
grow ing num bers of chron i cally ill, it can no lon ger be some other
fam ily’s trag edy. Even tu ally we must face hard ques tions, as
in di vid u als and as a na tion.”

It terms of both healthcare and over all care for the el derly, nurses
have been on the fore front of pi o neer ing ef forts to make sure that the 
el derly are not for got ten, and that they re ceive the best over all care
pos si ble, whether they are in their homes, hos pi tals, re tire ment
vil lages, or nurs ing care fa cil i ties. In mod ern healthcare, the ge ri at ric
nurse – a reg is tered nurse who spe cial izes in ger on tol ogy – is a core
mem ber of the healthcare team that pro vides ser vices to the el derly. In 
fact, ge ri at ric nurses are the healthcare pro fes sion als who pro vide the
most hands-on care for the aged. They not only ad min is ter di rect
healthcare ser vices but also make sure that the el derly’s other needs
are met in ar eas such as fam ily ed u ca tion, pro mot ing health, dis ease
pre ven tion, and help ing to or ga nize both the med i cal and so ci etal
re sources avail able for el derly pa tients. 

In the United States, the num ber of older adults is ex plod ing onto
the healthcare scene. The fast est grow ing age group in Amer ica,
el derly Amer i cans (those 65 years of age and older) num ber 35 mil lion, 
al ready ac count ing for one out of ev ery eight Amer i cans. By 2030, that 
num ber will be 70 mil lion or more Amer i cans – an es ti mated one out
of ev ery five peo ple in this coun try! To day, the el derly al ready make up 
the larg est group of pa tients seek ing care in any kind of healthcare
set ting.

There are end less op por tu ni ties in ge ri at ric nurs ing for mak ing a
dif fer ence in peo ple’s lives. As a rel a tively new field, ge ri at ric nurs ing
of fers its prac ti tio ners the chance to ap ply cre ative so lu tions to the
needs of their pa tients, mak ing a sub stan tial dif fer ence in the qual ity
of healthcare pro vided. There are few lim its to what nurses
spe cial iz ing in ger on tol ogy can achieve. The el derly have com plex
healthcare needs, and the ge ri at ric nurse can ap ply skills and
knowl edge in a broad range of tra di tional and non tra di tional set tings,
from work ing in as sisted liv ing com mu ni ties and re ha bil i ta tions
cen ters to out pa tient clin ics, hos pi tals, and long-term care fa cil i ties.
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The sci ence of ger on tol ogy ap plies not only to med i cine but also
to both ed u ca tion and re search. Nurses spe cial iz ing in ger on tol ogy
have the op por tu nity to con tinue their ed u ca tion and earn mas ter’s
and doc toral de grees in their area of ex per tise. This grad u ate train ing
may en able them to be come im por tant par tic i pants in re search
pro jects fo cus ing on the el derly and to help train fu ture gen er a tions of 
ge ri at ric nurses.

Ge ri at ric nurs ing is one of the most ex cit ing and chal leng ing ar eas 
in healthcare to day. It ad dresses the bi o log i cal, psy cho log i cal, and
so cial changes as so ci ated with ag ing. As the Baby Boom gen er a tion
con tin ues to reach el derly sta tus, there will clearly be a great de mand
for all types of healthcare pro fes sion als who spe cial ize in ger on tol ogy,
es pe cially the ge ri at ric nurse. 

Work ing with the el derly gives ge ri at ric nurses the op por tu nity to
make a dif fer ence in both the lives of el derly pa tients and the fam ily
mem bers who love them and of ten help care for them. Ge ri at ric
nurs ing also pro vides both a large de gree of au ton omy and a great
di ver sity of op por tu ni ties.

Car ing for the el derly is chal leng ing and re ward ing as they can
pro vide unique per spec tives based on a life time of var ied ex pe ri ences.
If you think ge ri at ric nurs ing may be right for you, read this re port to
find out more about the du ties, ed u ca tion, and earn ings in the field.
This re port also pro vides in sights from those who are cur rently
work ing in var i ous ar eas of ge ri at ric nurs ing.

ASSIGNMENT: IS GERIATRIC NURSING RIGHT FOR
YOU

THE  FIRST  STEP  TO  PUR SU ING  ANY CA REER IS TO LEARN AS MUCH ABOUT THE

field as pos si ble. This re port will help you get started, pro vid ing a wide 
range of in for ma tion on ge ri at ric nurs ing, in clud ing ed u ca tional
re quire ments and job du ties.

Work ing with the el derly is not for ev ery one, but many peo ple
find im mense sat is fac tion in this ef fort. One way to gain ex pe ri ence
and ex plore whether this might be the right ca reer for you is to
vol un teer or get a part-time job at a lo cal re tire ment home or nurs ing
home. This ex pe ri ence can pro vide you with many in sights into what
work ing with the el derly en tails. You can also con tact a lo cal hos pi tal
to find out if there are any vol un teer op por tu ni ties to work in ge ri at ric
care. 
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Be cause ge ri at ric nurses are in high de mand, it is not un com mon
to find both nurs ing and ge ri at ric spe cial ists mak ing pre sen ta tions at
ca reer fairs. Meet with your high school coun selor to find out more
about ca reer fairs in your area. Your coun selor can also guide you
to ward other ways to learn more about the field. 

You should also try to meet peo ple who work in ge ri at ric nurs ing.
If you ex press a sin cere in ter est in the field, most ge ri at ric nurses will
be more than will ing to talk with you about what the work is like. Visit 
a lo cal hos pi tal, nurs ing home, or re tire ment home and ask if you can
tour the fa cil ity and talk with a ge ri at ric nurse. You can also ask about
“job shad ow ing,” in which you can spend time with ge ri at ric nurses
dur ing the course of their work ing day.

Am I interested in helping people get well and stay well?

Do I find how the body works fascinating?

Do I have an aptitude for science?

Do I like being around older people?

You can also learn about this ca reer by go ing to a pub lic li brary
and look ing for books and mag a zine ar ti cles on ge ri at ric nurs ing and
ag ing in gen eral. Ask the li brar ian for help. A good over view of the
his tory of ge ri at ric nurs ing is pro vided in Ge ri at ric Nurs ing: Growth of
a Spe cialty by Priscilla Ebersole and Theris A. Touhy. The book in cludes
nu mer ous con tri bu tions from the pi o neers of ge ri at ric nurs ing and will 
give you a good in sight into how ge ri at ric nurs ing got started,
evolved, and con tin ues to flour ish and ex pand. The au thors also
pro vide in for ma tion on how to be come a ge ri at ric nurse and fu ture
di rec tions in the field. 

Car ing for the Older Adult by Pa tri cia O’Neill cov ers the es sen tials
of ge ri at ric nurs ing. Al though it is a text book, the au thor pres ents the
in for ma tion in an easy-to-read, in for mal writ ing style as she dis cusses
the na ture of nor mal ag ing, dis or ders com mon to the el derly, and
con cepts and is sues re lated to pro mot ing both phys i cal and
psy cho log i cal health in an ag ing pop u la tion.
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HISTORY OF THE CAREER

AS A SPE CIALTY, GE RI AT RIC NURS ING IS ONE OF THE YOUN GEST AND NEW EST

spe cial ties within the field of nurs ing. Prior to the 1950s, care for the
el derly by nurses was seen as part of the nor mal prac tice of nurs ing
care and not as a spe cialty prac tice such as other ar eas of nurs ing,
in clud ing pe di at ric, ob stet ric, or sur gi cal nurs ing. Nev er the less, nurses
have had a long his tory of car ing for the aged long be fore ger on tol ogy 
was es tab lished as a sub stan tial dis ci pline within the area of
healthcare.

The study of ag ing dates back at least to an cient Greece and
Rome, where the Greek phi los o pher Hip poc ra tes and Ro man
phi los o pher Celsus con sid ered the clin i cal as pects of ag ing us ing the
Latin terms gerocomica and geroncomia. The name ge ri at rics for the
study of ag ing is be lieved to have orig i nated with a Vi en nese phy si cian 
named Ignatiz Nascher, who de voted his prac tice to the study of older
peo ple. Ge ri at rics as a med i cal term is be lieved to have first ap peared
in a 1909 ar ti cle by Nascher in the New York Med i cal Jour nal. Nascher
lec tured widely pro mot ing the study of ag ing as a med i cal spe cialty
and in 1914, wrote the first text book in the United States fo cus ing on
med i cal care for the el derly.

While phy si cians and med i cal re search ers showed some
spe cial ized in ter est in the el derly, es pe cially as peo ple be gan to live
lon ger, it was the field of nurs ing that had a ba sic phi los o phy that
seemed to es pe cially co in cide with el derly care. As pointed out in
Ge ri at ric Nurs ing: Growth of a Spe cialty, med i cine has been pri mar ily
in ter ested in pro long ing life, a goal that “is rooted in the an cients’
hope of and search for im mor tal ity. How ever, the roots of nurs ing lie
in suc cor ing, re lief of suf fer ing, and pre ven tion of ill ness. Nurs ing
strives to pro vide com fort and a ‘good’ death and in tu itively
un der stands that the most im por tant part of healthcare re sides in the
cli ent or pa tient’s per cep tion. Thus, the di ver gent goals have been
in flu en tial in the de vel op ment of the spe cial ties.”

Over the years, and es pe cially in the 19th and most of the 20th
cen tury, nurs ing has been the med i cal field that has pro vided the
ma jor ity of hands-on care for many peo ple on the fringes of so ci ety,
es pe cially the poor and the el derly. The or i gins of ge ri at ric nurs ing
date back to the founder of mod ern nurs ing, Flor ence Night in gale,
who at one time worked in an in sti tu tion much like the mod ern day
nurs ing home. Car ing pri mar ily for sick and el derly maids and
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gov ern esses who had worked for wealthy Eng lish fam i lies, Night in gale 
was a lone pi o neer in ge ri at ric nurs ing care, as el derly care at that time 
was al most ex clu sively han dled by fam i lies or by fam i lies’ pri vate
phy si cians if they could af ford one.

In the United States, nurses cared for the el derly in alms houses
(homes for the poor) and sev eral ar ti cles ap peared in the Amer i can
Jour nal of Nurs ing in the early 20th cen tury de scrib ing the plight of
the el derly poor. Among the pi o neers in this area was Lavina Dock,
who de scribed the case of an 80-year-old man who was suf fer ing from 
acute de lir ium. An other ar ti cle around this time by a pri vate-care nurse 
named Jessie Breeze de scribed her work car ing for aged fam ily
mem bers.

A ma jor change oc curred in the 1930s that led to better care for
the el derly. In Great Brit ain, a phy si cian named Mar jo rie War ren
es tab lished a med i cal prac tice at West Middlesex Hos pi tal that fo cused 
on the aged. As a re sult, she pi o neered such con cepts as en hanced
en vi ron ment and re ha bil i ta tion fo cus ing spe cif i cally on the needs of
the el derly.

In the United States, the So cial Se cu rity Act of 1935, which was
de signed to help the el derly be come more in de pend ent, also led to
the cre ation of nurs ing homes, where the el derly could now pay for
care within an in sti tu tion. How ever, these in sti tu tions were
un reg u lated, and care for the el derly was largely sub stan dard, with
few fa cil i ties em ploy ing pro fes sional nurses. 

In the 1940s, sev eral prom i nent nurses and schol ars noted the
need for a form of ger on tol ogy nurs ing. Sa rah Gelbach, an as sis tant
su per in ten dent of nurs ing at Goldwater Me mo rial Hos pi tal in New
York, pub lished an ar ti cle point ing out the need for spe cial ized
train ing in car ing for the aged. She noted that both med i cal and
nurs ing schools needed to train pro fes sion als who could at tend to
con di tions such as se nil ity, and also help the el derly main tain a higher
qual ity of life for a lon ger time. An other ar ti cle in a nurs ing jour nal
dis cussed two in sti tu tions that had shown a high level of out stand ing
care for the el derly: the Cuyahoga Nurs ing Home in Ohio and a Jew ish
home for the aged in New York. Other ar ti cles by pro fes sional nurses
dis cussed is sues such as re ha bil i ta tion and psychosocial care. How ever, 
the pre dom i nant is sue re mained the de vel op ment of a pro fes sional
nurs ing staff fo cus ing on the el derly.
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Through out the 1940s and 1950s, the el derly pop u la tion grew
rap idly in the United States, as did the need for more fa cil i ties to help
care for them. At the same time, ge ri at ric, or ge ron to log i cal nurs ing
be gan to come of age, when the first text book on nurs ing care for the
aged was pub lished, as well as the first nurs ing re search ar ti cle on
chronic dis ease and the el derly. In 1958, the Amer i can Nurses
As so ci a tion (ANA) pub lished its State ment of Stan dards for Nurs ing
Care in Nurs ing Homes.

The next de cades, from 1960 to 1985 saw the mod ern growth of
ge ri at ric nurs ing as a pro fes sional dis ci pline. The pas sage of Medicare,
the grow ing el derly pop u la tion, and a dra matic in crease in nurs ing
homes, all pointed to the need for more healthcare pro fes sion als to
tend to the needs of the el derly. In 1966, the Amer i can Nurs ing
As so ci a tion es tab lished the Di vi sion of Ge ri at ric Nurs ing Prac tice,
giv ing nurs ing care of the aged a spe cialty sta tus within the field.

As the spe cialty gained mo men tum, nurs ing re search pro grams
in creased in quan tity and qual ity, and new mas ter’s de gree pro grams
in nurs ing were de vel oped to pre pare spe cial ists in the field. The first
mas ter’s pro gram in ge ri at ric nurs ing was es tab lished at Duke
Uni ver sity in 1966. The ANA of fered cer tif i ca tion in ge ri at ric nurs ing in
1974, and the first is sue of the Jour nal of Gerton tological Nurs ing was
pub lished the fol low ing year. By 1983 the first en dowed chair in
ge ri at ric nurs ing was es tab lished at Case West ern Re serve Uni ver sity.
Ten years later, the Na tional In sti tute of Nurs ing Re search was made a
sep a rate en tity within the Na tional In sti tutes of Health.

Through out the years, nurses have been in the fore front of car ing
for the aged. Not only have they pro vided hands-on care, they have
been lead ers in ad min is tra tion, teach ing, pro gram de vel op ment, and
re search, all of which have played a ma jor role in the de vel op ment of
ger on tol ogy as a pro fes sion, both within nurs ing and med i cine
gen er ally. From Ge ri at ric Nurs ing: Growth of a Spe cialty: “Dare we say 
that ge ri at ric nurs ing will be the most needed spe cialty in nurs ing as
the num ber of older peo ple in our so ci ety con tin ues to in crease and
the need for our spe cial ized knowl edge be comes even more crit i cal in
ev ery spe cialty and in ev ery healthcare set ting?”
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WHERE YOU WILL WORK

GE RI AT RIC  NURSES  WORK  IN  A  WIDE  VA RI ETY OF HEALTHCARE SET TINGS. IN

am bu la tory care, for ex am ple, ge ri at ric nurses work in as sisted liv ing
fa cil i ties, re tire ment com mu ni ties, and in home hos pice fa cil i ties.
In de pend ent liv ing cen ters, for ex am ple, are an area of rapid growth
for ge ri at ric nurse spe cial ists as these cen ters be come a pop u lar choice 
for se niors with healthcare dif fi cul ties or dis abil i ties but who are not
yet sick or de bil i tated enough to re quire ad vanced care in a skilled
nurs ing fa cil ity.

Ge ri at ric nurses work in hos pi tals, es pe cially in same day sur gery
units and spe cial ized Acute Care of the El derly (ACE) units. They also
work on units that pro vide spe cial ized care in re ha bil i ta tion, care for
de men tia, and psy chi at ric care. 

Nurs ing homes are a pri mary work place for ge ri at ric nurses. In
nurs ing homes, it is the ge ri at ric nurse who of ten is re spon si ble for the 
over all man age ment of healthcare for res i dents. These skilled nurs ing
fa cil i ties are grow ing in de mand as the Baby Boom gen er a tion reaches 
old age.

Other fa cil i ties that em ploy ge ri at ric nurses in clude com mu nity
care fa cil i ties and out pa tient clin ics. Home healthcare or ga ni za tions
are a seg ment of ge ri at ric nurs ing care that is ex pand ing rap idly in
re sponse to the grow ing de mand among the el derly pop u la tion to
re ceive med i cal care while re main ing in de pend ent in their own homes. 

Adult day care cen ters also em ploy ge ri at ric nurses. These day care 
cen ters op er ate on the same ba sis as child day care cen ters, pro vid ing
a sup port ive place for the el derly to stay dur ing the day, when their
spouses, chil dren, or other fam ily mem bers who care for them may be
work ing. They also pro vide a re spite for these fam ily mem bers who
may just need an oc ca sional break from the de mand ing home care of
the el derly.

Ge ri at ric nurses with grad u ate de grees may work in ar eas such as
ad min is tra tion, lead er ship, and pub lic pol icy. They may work for
man aged care com pa nies, and with state and fed eral or ga ni za tions
which ad min is ter and reg u late el derly care. An ad vanced de gree in
ge ri at ric nurs ing is also needed to teach in a school of nurs ing.
Ge ri at ric nurses in ac a de mia not only train fu ture gen er a tions of
ge ri at ric nurses but also en gage in ge ri at ric re search that ad dresses
some of the most im por tant is sues con cern ing older adults. 
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There is no geo graph ical lim i ta tion to where ge ri at ric nurses can
work. From small towns to ma jor met ro pol i tan ar eas, ge ri at ric nurses
are needed to care for the coun try’s rap idly grow ing el derly
pop u la tion. In ma jor cit ies, ge ri at ric nurses may pro vide care for many
of the poor el derly liv ing in the in ner city, or work in the ge ri at ric
sec tions of pub lic health or ga ni za tions. In more ru ral ar eas, ge ri at ric
nurses may work in hos pi tals, out pa tient clin ics, and ru ral healthcare
pro grams. They may also make home vis its to pa tients who may live
miles away from a healthcare fa cil ity.

YOUR WORK DUTIES

GE RI AT RIC  NURSES  ARE  TRAINED  TO UN DER STAND AND TREAT THE COM PLEX

phys i cal and men tal health needs of the el derly. Ge ri at ric nurses
ad dress not only the bi o log i cal and psy cho log i cal needs of older
pa tients but also the so cial changes and needs of this vul ner a ble
pa tient group. Typ i cally, ge ri at ric nurses work as part of a team that
usu ally in cludes phy si cians, so cial work ers, phar ma cists, re ha bil i ta tion
spe cial ists, and nu mer ous other healthcare pro fes sion als.

Ge ri at ric nurses are of ten the over all case man ag ers for el derly
pa tients who may have nu mer ous healthcare needs that re quire
at ten tion by var i ous med i cal spe cial ists and, in many cases, nu mer ous
drug treat ments. In this role, the ge ri at ric nurse works with older
pa tients to as sess their med i cal con di tions and pro vide treat ment for
these con di tions, in clud ing acute and chronic dis eases. They also
main tain the pa tients’ med i cal his to ries and help co or di nate care with
phy si cians from dif fer ent spe cial ties to ad dress the pa tients’ health
prob lems. In this role, they mon i tor pa tients treat ments to make sure
that var i ous com plex treat ments are com pli men tary and not
in ter fer ing with one an other or in ter act ing to cause the pa tient other
prob lems.

Ge ri at ric nurses also work with pa tients and their fam i lies and
care tak ers in pro vid ing in for ma tion and ed u ca tion about pa tients’
con di tions and treat ments. For ex am ple, the ge ri at ric nurse will ex plain 
to pa tients and their fam i lies is sues such as med i ca tion use, change in
diet, and the use of spe cial equip ment, such as blood sugar mon i tors. 

Ge ri at ric nurs ing spe cial ists are also con cerned with the func tional 
needs of older adults. Are they able to live in their homes? Can they
drive or use pub lic trans por ta tion? Can they man age tak ing
med i ca tions? Can they man age their houses, cook for them selves, do
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the laun dry, and groom them selves? The ge ri at ric nurse will talk with
pa tients and fam i lies about var i ous is sues, such as the need for daily
ex er cise and adap tive equip ment that may be re quired for the home
and ev ery day life, in clud ing walk ers, spe cial rail ings in the home, and
bath room de sign.

The ge ri at ric nurse’s goal is not only to deal with the pa tients’
spe cific health needs but also to cope with the changes pa tients may
ex pe ri ence in both their men tal and phys i cal abil i ties. Their ul ti mate
goal in deal ing with a ge ri at ric pop u la tion is to help older peo ple stay
as in de pend ent and ac tive as pos si ble for as long as pos si ble.

The gen eral du ties of a ge ri at ric nurse in clude:

Addressing a patient’s acute and chronic health issues

Assessing a patient’s functional abilities needs

Determining a patient’s mental status and thinking (cognitive)
skills

Organizing medications

Discussing common health concerns with the elderly, such as
incontinence, falls, changing, and changing sleep patterns

Educating patients and families about personal safety and
disease prevention issues

Monitoring patients to ensure they adhere to their medication
regimen and that their medications are working properly

Linking patients and families with local resources as required

Ge ri at ric nurses fo cus on a wide range of med i cal is sues that are
es pe cially prev a lent in the el derly. Al though ge ri at ric pa tients suf fer
from nu mer ous health prob lems that af fect the gen eral pop u la tion,
there are some com mon med i cal prob lems ex pe ri enced by the el derly
that are ad dressed by ge ri at ric nurses.

Cardiovascular disease affects a wide age group of patients but is
especially prevalent in the elderly, with 50 percent of people over the
age of 65 suffering from some form of the disease. Affecting the heart
and blood vessels, the disease results in disruption in blood circulation. 
Working closely with a physician, the geriatric nurse will help oversee
various treatments and patient adherence to these treatments, which
may include medication and physical exercise. In some settings, such
as the nursing home, the geriatric nurse will monitor patients for signs
of the disease, such as fainting, continuous chest pain, nausea,
shortness of breath, and rapid heart rate.
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Respiratory disease and issues are also common in the elderly
whose aging bodies have diminished muscle strength in the
diaphragm and thorax, a stiffer chest wall, and other physical changes
that may make breathing difficult. Among the respiratory diseases
common in older people are bronchitis, asthma, pneumonia,
tuberculosis, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. Geriatric
nurses typically help draw up treatment plans for these patients. In the 
process they work with various specialists, including heart experts, in
treating patients and monitoring their ongoing health status.

Genitourinary issues include problems such as urinary incontinence, 
urinary tract infections, prostate disease, and prostate cancers.
Geriatric nurses typically play an important role in both the diagnosis
and care of these patients.

Mental health problems may include dementia, such as Alzheimer’s 
disease, and delirium, in which a patient is confused. Both of these are
serious health problems in the elderly and require the ongoing
attention and care of both a physician or psychiatrist and a geriatric
nurse who typically specializes in these areas. In the case of dementia
and delirium, the geriatric nurse’s duties include monitoring patients’
conditions, ensuring that patients adhere to their medical regimens,
and overseeing social services and other needs of the patients and
their families.

Pressure ulcers or injures are caused by unrelieved external
pressure, such as sitting or lying for long periods, typically as a result
of an acute or chronic illness. Geriatric nurses typically address this
problem within a holistic framework that includes assessment and
research-based intervention that focuses on wound healing and
comfort. The nurse will monitor wound cleanliness and the positioning 
of padding to reduce the risk of pressure ulceration. The nurse will also 
monitor the patient to see if wounds become infected, and will
recommend surgical intervention when needed.

While the gen eral du ties of a ge ri at ric nurse are uni ver sal, ge ri at ric 
nurses work in dif fer ent en vi ron ments, from hos pi tals and pri mary
care of fices to nurs ing homes and adult day care cen ters. In these
fa cil i ties, the ge ri at ric nurse may have vary ing du ties and
re spon si bil i ties.
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Hospital Duties
Hos pi tals pro vide care for ge ri at ric pa tients who have se ri ous
healthcare needs that re quire not only a hos pi tal visit but also on go ing 
care when the pa tient leaves the hos pi tal. In this set ting, ge ri at ric
nurses may work on same-day sur gery units as part of the team that
pro vides sur gi cal ser vices, such as cat a ract sur gery. They work on
spe cial ge ri at ric units and in re ha bil i ta tion. They may help care for
pa tients with de men tia and those with other spe cial psy chi at ric needs
that may re sult in de lir ium, wan der ing or com bat ive be hav ior. The
ge ri at ric nurse is also con cerned with spe cial needs for the hos pi tal ized 
pa tients, such as the staff con cerns about the use of phys i cal re straints 
or the de vel op ment of pres sure ul cers re sult ing from ex tended stays in 
a hos pi tal bed.

Nursing Home Duties
Nurs ing homes pro vide long-term care for ge ri at ric pa tients who can
no lon ger live alone in their own homes or have com plex med i cal
prob lems that re quire more over sight than fam ily mem bers or other
care givers may be able to pro vide. In nurs ing homes, ge ri at ric nurses
typ i cally man age the full care of res i dents with in ter mit tent over sight
by an at tend ing phy si cian. In this role their du ties in clude as sess ment,
di ag no sis, and man age ment of func tional, phys i cal, and cog ni tive
im pair ments. They may help de velop pro grams within the nurs ing
home that help with early rec og ni tion of change in a res i dent’s health
sta tus and thus help pre vent un nec es sary hos pi tal ad mis sions. They
may help cre ate pro grams that fo cus on the at tain ment of a peace ful
death. They are also in charge of the over all med i cal re cord keep ing
for these pa tients.

Duties With Managed Care Companies
Man aged care com pa nies pro vide healthcare based on cost
ef fec tive ness, and in clude health main te nance or ga ni za tions (HMOs)
and pre ferred pro vider or ga ni za tions (PPOs). Ge ri at ric nurses work ing
for these com pa nies typ i cally con duct uti li za tion re view and es tab lish
pro grams and pro to cols for dis ease man age ment. They may also help
es tab lish au to mated med i cal re cord keep ing to make sure that
ge ri at ric pa tients re ceive ap pro pri ate as sess ment across a broad range
of care by nu mer ous healthcare spe cial ists.
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Home Health Care Duties Home care may be pro vided by var i ous 
in sti tu tions and agen cies, from hos pi tals and pri vate com pa nies to
gov ern ment or ga ni za tions. Ge ri at ric nurses who work in home care
visit el derly pa tients in their homes to mon i tor their gen eral health
sta tus and as sess their abil ity to re main liv ing in de pend ently. They
make sure that these pa tients are ad her ing to the med i ca tion reg i men
and typ i cally pro vide gen eral checkups on a pa tient’s health, such as
tak ing their blood pres sure.

Duties in Adult Day Care Centers Adult day care cen ters
pro vide places for the el derly to go dur ing the day where they can be
mon i tored and cared for if needed. They are of ten used by pa tients
whose care givers may have to work or who may just need some time
for them selves. In these fa cil i ties, the ge ri at ric nurse is usu ally in
charge of gen eral over sight of the care of peo ple who come into these 
fa cil i ties. For ex am ple, they make sure that pa tients on med i ca tions
take their re quired med i cines at the ap pro pri ate time. They may also
con duct typ i cal health screen ing pro ce dures. Most im por tantly, they
mon i tor those at the day care cen ter to make sure that pa tients are in
good health.

Nursing School Duties Schools of nurs ing not only train fu ture
gen er a tions of ge ri at ric nurses but also con duct re search that
ad dresses some of the most pro found con cerns of older adults. In
schools of nurs ing, ge ri at ric nurses with ad vanced de grees both teach
and men tor stu dents who are spe cial iz ing in the field of ge ri at rics. In
this role they teach spe cialty courses in ge ri at rics, pro vide links with
var i ous agen cies so stu dents can gain clin i cal ex pe ri ences, and may
even write or con trib ute to text books.

Duties in Academic Research In their re search, the ge ri at ric
nurse work ing in ac a de mia may fo cus on a wide range of el derly
health is sues. For ex am ple, they may re search com mon el derly health
prob lems such as uri nary in con ti nence, de men tia, and con ges tive
heart fail ure. Or they may fo cus on spe cific as pects of hands-on el derly 
care, such as de vis ing new strat e gies that re duce the use of phys i cal
re straints in hos pi tals and nurs ing homes, or help ing in the
man age ment of dis rup tive be hav iors of the el derly with se vere
de men tia.

The re spon si bil i ties and du ties of a ge ri at ric nurse are wide
rang ing and in clude not only the pa tient’s phys i cal needs but also
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so cial needs and the needs of pa tients’ fam i lies and care givers.
Ad min is tra tive re spon si bil i ties may in clude com pre hen sive re cord
keep ing, and ge ri at ric nurses who con duct re search may help write
jour nal ar ti cles. Those who reach ad min is tra tive po si tions may over see
en tire nurs ing de part ments.

The most im por tant as pect of the ge ri at ric nurse’s var i ous du ties is 
serv ing as the el derly pa tient’s ad vo cate. The ge ri at ric nurse is
com mit ted to mak ing sure that this pa tient pop u la tion re ceives the
best and most com pre hen sive care avail able. 

GERIATRIC NURSES TELL YOU ABOUT
THEIR CAREERS

I Am a Ge ri at ric Nurse
Prac ti tio ner “I work in a hos pi tal and am

re spon si ble for fol low ing up on 10 to 15 pa tients at a time who
are ei ther cur rently in the hos pi tal re cov er ing or who are in a
tran si tional care unit. My pri mary re spon si bil ity is to mon i tor
prog ress of these pa tients as they re cover. I’m also a clin i cal nurse
spe cial ist so I have the added re spon si bil ity of help ing to ed u cate
staff through out the hos pi tal about how best to care for ge ri at ric
pa tients. 

In my job I col lab o rate with a wide range of health
pro fes sion als. In ad di tion to phy si cians, I work with nurses on the
unit, other nurse prac ti tio ners, phar ma cists, nurs ing as sis tants,
and many oth ers. I also in ter act ex ten sively with pa tients’ fam i lies,
help ing guide them through the re cov ery pro cess, and  ed u cat ing
them about what to ex pect in the fu ture and how to find help.

I find my job in ter est ing, re ward ing, and ex cit ing. I also like
the fact that I have ex cel lent job se cu rity. I got into nurs ing
be cause I wanted to help peo ple, and even tu ally I grav i tated to
older pa tients – not be cause they need the most help, al though
they some times do – but be cause I find them ex tremely in ter est ing 
and ad mire how tough some of them are in han dling what are
some times com plex and dif fi cult health prob lems. 

One in stance early in my ca reer stands out as lead ing me to
work with ge ri at ric pa tients. I was car ing for an el derly woman
who was fac ing go ing to a nurs ing home upon leav ing the
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hos pi tal. It was a dif fi cult time for her be cause her son lived in
an other state and could not be with her much. Both her hus band
and her daugh ter had died. She was fac ing the loss of many of her 
phys i cal ca pa bil i ties as well as her in de pend ence. I would go home 
and find my self think ing about how I could make things better for
her, even if it was just mak ing one day a lit tle bit brighter.

Some thing else I like about this field is that there are many
op por tu ni ties to spe cial ize and ad vance in your ca reer. I spe cial ize
in de lir ium in the el derly. Ap prox i mately 80 per cent of el derly
hos pi tal ized pa tients suf fer from de lir ium. I keep up on the lat est
re search in this area be cause pre vent ing de lir ium in el derly
pa tients can help keep them from need ing ex tended hos pi tal
stays, and also help keep them out of long-term care fa cil i ties un til 
later in their lives. It can even help to pre vent un timely deaths.

I can’t tell you how re ward ing it is to see pa tients re cov er ing
and re turn ing home, know ing that only a few de cades ago many
of them would have been viewed as lost causes and sent off to
end their days in a nurs ing home. We’ve come a long way in
car ing for the el derly and I see many more ad vance ments on the
ho ri zon. It’s truly an ex cit ing time to be in this field.”

I Am a Ge ri at ric Nurse
Man ager “I worked for 12 years as a crit i cal

care nurse in an ICU unit be fore de cid ing to be come a ge ri at ric
nurse prac ti tio ner. Work ing with older pa tients in the ICU, where
many of them were near the end of their lives, I found that I had a 
spe cial em pa thy for them. I also saw that many of them needed
an ad vo cate within the com plex med i cal sys tem that of ten
ap peared to be very im per sonal. Es sen tially, I felt a call ing to learn
more about their spe cial needs and to take care of them.

As a re sult, I de cided to re turn to school and was one of the
first to grad u ate from my school’s then rel a tively new nurse
prac ti tio ner pro gram, which had only been in tro duced in 1994. I
be gan my new ca reer work ing as the co or di na tor of a ge ri at ric
as sess ment pro gram, and then worked with var i ous nurs ing home
prac tice groups that pro vided pri mary care to res i dents in
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long-term care fa cil i ties. In this po si tion, I over saw the
man age ment of pa tients with both acute and chronic con di tions.

About 10 years later, I joined a large com pany that pro vides
nurse prac ti tio ners to long-term care fa cil i ties through out the
coun try. As a man ager in the com pany, I over see any where from
10 to 12 nurse prac ti tio ners. Those un der my charge typ i cally have 
case loads of up to 100 pa tients each.

Be com ing in volved in ge ri at ric nurs ing is the best de ci sion I
ever made con cern ing my ca reer. In the early stages of my ca reer, I
gained im mense sat is fac tion from work ing with the el derly, who
clearly ap pre ci ated my ef forts on their part. Al though I would
some times have dif fi cul ties deal ing with cer tain is sues con cern ing
both pa tients and their fam ily mem bers, I have re ceived many
thanks from both for my ef forts on their part. 

I’m less in volved now in di rect hands-on pa tient care. I still get 
sat is fac tion from know ing that I’m ac tu ally help ing many more
pa tients in my man age ment role. I’ve also be come more
con cerned with work ing as an ad vo cate for the el derly and try ing
to ad vance the pro fes sion of ge ri at ric nurs ing. For ex am ple, I’m
in volved in the Amer i can Ge ri at rics So ci ety and have served on the
na tional board of the Na tional Ge ron to log i cal Nurs ing As so ci a tion.

While work ing with the el derly can be de mand ing and
stress ful at times, I strongly urge any one think ing of a ca reer as a
ge ri at ric nurse to in ves ti gate fur ther. Talk with peo ple work ing as
ge ri at ric nurses, and you’ll find that they will be straight with you,
ex plain ing the dif fi cul ties. But they will also tell you of the great
per sonal sat is fac tion they re ceive in help ing the el derly.

We’re des per ately in need of more ge ri at ric nurses so give it a
look. I be lieve you’ll be glad you did.”

I Work on a Med i cal
Be hav ioral Unit for the
El derly “I work for a hos pi tal in a pres ti gious

ac a demic med i cal cen ter’s med i cal be hav ioral unit. We deal with
pa tients who come pri mar ily from nurs ing homes and who have
been ex hib it ing dif fi cult be hav iors that the nurs ing home staff has 
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had dif fi culty man ag ing. My du ties are wide rang ing, from
help ing to dress and feed pa tients to ad min is ter ing to their
med i cal needs, such as ob tain ing vi tal signs and giv ing
med i ca tions.

I also spend time with these pa tients’ fam i lies. In this role, I
ed u cate them about what is go ing on with their loved ones and
keep them up-to-date on the plan of care. I also work in the
out pa tient clinic, where my pri mary re spon si bil i ties are to help
di ag nose pa tients with cog ni tion prob lems and who also typ i cally
have med i ca tion man age ment dif fi cul ties. I also con duct
fol low-ups with for mer pa tients.

I’ve al ways had em pa thy for the el derly ever since I worked in
a nurs ing home one sum mer dur ing high school and saw how
many of them seemed in need of a friend. It seemed to me,
al though I was very young at the time, that our so ci ety tends to
ig nore the el derly once they are no lon ger young and vi tal. I
quickly de vel oped a real com pas sion for the older peo ple in the
home. By the time I grad u ated, I knew I wanted to work in a field
that helps this seg ment of the pop u la tion that is of ten over looked. 
I wanted to give them a sense of dig nity and worth, and also to
help their fam i lies, who are of ten un der enor mous stress
them selves as care givers. It’s fan tas tic that I can help re as sure
fam i lies that their loved ones are go ing to re ceive good care and
that the fam ily can get help in car ing for them.

I find that ge ri at ric nurs ing is one of the most cost-ef fec tive
ar eas of mod ern healthcare. It is also a grow ing pro fes sion where
the de mand is high for nurses trained in ger on tol ogy. The Baby
Boom ers are de mand ing the best of care, and ge ri at ric nurses are
on the front lines in pro vid ing that care. Nurses who spe cial ize in
ge ri at rics will con tinue to be come more vi tally im por tant to the
healthcare sys tem as this pop u la tion con tin ues to age. 

An other as pect of the job that I en joy is work ing with my
healthcare col leagues. Al though I work mostly with other RNs
[reg is tered nurses], I also work with oc cu pa tional ther a pists, so cial 
work ers, clin i cal man ag ers, and med i cal di rec tors. It’s great to see
how team work can pro vide our el derly pa tients with the best care
pos si ble.
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I think any one choos ing a ca reer in ge ri at ric nurs ing will have
a long, rich, and re ward ing ca reer ahead of them, no mat ter what
level they’re at in nurs ing. Ge ri at ric nurs ing is a great choice
be cause there are many ed u ca tional and ca reer op por tu ni ties to
choose from. 

Not long ago, there was a young woman whose grand mother 
was on the be hav ioral unit, and she be gan talk ing to me about
what I do. She said she was con sid er ing a ca reer as a ge ri at ric
nurse and asked for ad vice. I told her to come and spend some
time with me dur ing a work day to see first hand what my job was
like. I sug gest that any one think ing about en ter ing the field find
ge ri at ric nurses and spend a day or so with them. See what they
do with pa tients and fam i lies, and how they in ter act with their
col leagues. It’s a great way to get a real ap pre ci a tion about what
the job is all about, both the dif fi cul ties in volved and the many
re wards that re sult from work ing with the el derly.”

I Work in a Mem ory
Dis or der Clinic “I’ve been asked if work ing

with the el derly is de press ing. Most peo ple be lieve that there is n’t
much you can do for older peo ple who are sick or de bil i tated, or
es pe cially for those who suf fer with cog ni tive dif fi cul ties or
de cline. These are mis con cep tions. I’ve seen many el derly pa tients
make great strides in re cov er ing their health and, in many cases, a 
great deal of in de pend ence that their fam i lies thought would be
gone for ever.

This is not to say that all pa tients will re cover all of their
cog ni tive abil i ties and lead a nor mal life again. It can be dif fi cult
deal ing with pa tients who suf fer Alz hei mer’s dis ease or other
cog ni tive dis or ders. How ever, I feel it is my job to make sure that
both pa tients and their fam i lies re ceive all the help they need in
deal ing with their prob lems. I want them to know that some thing
al ways can be done to help the pa tient make prog ress. In other
words, there’s al ways hope.

One ex am ple that stands out in my mind is a woman who was 
un der go ing some cog ni tive changes. She and her hus band were
con cerned and came to our clinic to find out if she was suf fer ing
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sig nif i cant cog ni tive im pair ments or if she was just show ing signs
of nor mal ag ing. It turns out that the woman had early-stage
Alz hei mer’s, and it was sad to see the fear that both of them
showed as they thought of all the hor ren dous sto ries they had
heard about peo ple with this dis ease.

Our head phy si cian and I sat down with them and dis cussed
the sit u a tion. We told them that there was hope and that our staff 
would help them deal with the sit u a tion. We dis cussed how it was 
likely to af fect their lives – is sues such as driv ing, mak ing fi nan cial
de ci sions, and her abil ity to play ten nis, which she loved to do.

Since then, I’ve seen a dra matic change in the cou ple. For
ex am ple, her hus band is more open about her ill ness, and he is
ex tremely in volved in her med i ca tion man age ment. He has taken
on a big ger role as her care giver. Help ing him and other fam ily
mem bers deal with that role is one of the most im por tant as pects
of my work. 

There is no cure for Alz hei mer’s dis ease, but I have high hopes 
and faith that med i cal sci ence will make some star tling ad vances
in treat ment over the next de cade or so. I try to im part my high
hopes to pa tients and their fam i lies, while main tain ing a re al is tic
ap proach re gard ing the pa tients’ fu ture prog no sis. It’s a dif fi cult
bal anc ing act.

I be lieve that ge ri at ric nurs ing is much more than just
pro vid ing me dial care to older peo ple. It’s re ally dis cov er ing what
makes our el derly so spe cial, and what is unique about each
in di vid ual’s healthcare needs. 

If you are think ing about a ca reer in ge ri at ric nurs ing, you
should se ri ously con sider sev eral fac tors. First, you should like
work ing with older peo ple and with their fam i lies. You don’t have
to be Al bert Ein stein to suc ceed in this field, but you must be
smart be cause many ge ri at ric nurses are in lead er ship roles that
re quire co or di nat ing a pa tient’s care with a team of healthcare
pro fes sion als. Also, there are tre men dous op por tu ni ties for
ad vanced prac tice nurses in the field who have earned a mas ter’s
de gree with spe cial iza tion in ge ron to log i cal nurs ing.”
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PERSONAL QUALIFICATIONS

IN AS SESS ING A CHOICE OF CA REERS, IT IS IM POR TANT TO TAKE STOCK OF THE

per sonal qual i fi ca tions re quired for suc cess in the ca reer of your
choice. How ever, it is also nec es sary to keep in mind that not ev ery one 
starts out with all the per sonal qual i fi ca tions needed to suc ceed in a
par tic u lar field. Some per sonal traits and qual i fi ca tions are in her ent in
an in di vid ual, while oth ers can be de vel oped with prac tice and a
will ing ness to ad just and learn.

To be gin with, there are some gen eral qual i fi ca tions that are
ex tremely im por tant in the nurs ing pro fes sion. All nurses should like
work ing with peo ple, in clud ing peo ple from a wide range of
back grounds. They should have lead er ship and or ga ni za tional skills
that en able them to over see the care of their pa tients. Good peo ple
skills, in clud ing the abil ity to com mu ni cate clearly and to have
pa tience with peo ples’ health prob lems, are also im por tant. Nurses
should be flex i ble and com pas sion ate to han dle a wide range of
pa tients who may have very dif fer ent health needs and who come
from all walks of life.

Prob lem solv ing skills are an other trait that nurses typ i cally have
or ac quire. Not all health prob lems are straight for ward, and pa tients
of ten have con fus ing symp toms and mys te ri ous com plaints that must
be con sid ered in ad dress ing their needs. The abil ity to stay calm in a
cri sis is also es sen tial, as some pa tients may have se ri ous,
life-threat en ing prob lems that re quire im me di ate at ten tion and care.

Ge ri at ric nurses deal with a spe cific pop u la tion with spe cial needs. 
For ex am ple, older pa tients of ten ben e fit from more than just phys i cal
care. They may need friend ship as well, re quir ing the nurse to at tend
not only to their phys i cal but also their emo tional needs. Ge ri at ric
nurses are typ i cally com pas sion ate to the spe cific needs of the el derly
and are able to form good re la tion ships with the aged. They may need 
ex tra pa tience to in ter act with the el derly, who some times can be
con fused about their prob lems. This pa tient pop u la tion may also be
in tim i dated by doc tors, hos pi tals, and the en tire med i cal care pro cess.

Ge ri at ric nurses also need to be able to see the big pic ture.
Ge ri at ric pa tients typ i cally have a wide range of is sues that they are
deal ing with, which may in clude both their im me di ate med i cal needs
and their broader so cial needs. For ex am ple, ge ri at ric pa tients may be
re ceiv ing care from sev eral healthcare spe cial ists and tak ing a va ri ety
of med i ca tions. The ge ri at ric nurse has to un der stand and an a lyze the
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over all healthcare plan to make sure that the pa tient is re ceiv ing all
the care needed, and to make cer tain that one as pect of care or
med i ca tion is not in ter fer ing with an other. The ge ri at ric nurse also has
to con sider so cial needs, such as the pos si ble need for home
healthcare, care givers needs and abil i ties to care for the pa tient, and
var i ous com mu nity ser vices that are avail able for the pa tient. 

An other es sen tial qual i fi ca tion for ge ri at ric nurses also ap plies to
all peo ple work ing in the field of mod ern healthcare – the will ing ness
to learn and con tinue with their ed u ca tion through out their ca reers.
The sci ence of ge ri at rics and med i cine are rap idly ad vanc ing, with new 
dis cov er ies and changes in med i cal care oc cur ring ev ery year. The
ge ri at ric nurse must keep up with the lat est dis cov er ies and ad vances
so that pa tients re ceive the best and most com pre hen sive care
pos si ble.

Fi nally, and per haps most ob vi ously, ge ri at ric nurses should like
older peo ple. They are a unique pop u la tion with in di vid ual and
com plex needs. Pa tience and un der stand ing are re quired to deal with
the spe cial prob lems they en coun ter dur ing the lat ter stages of their
lives.

22



ATTRACTIVE FEATURES

WORK ING WITH THE EL DERLY AS A GERI atric NURSE OF FERS MANY RE WARDS.

Fore most, you re ceive the sat is fac tion in her ent in help ing oth ers.
Ge ri at ric pa tients are fac ing what is of ten a dif fi cult time in their lives
as they must deal with more and more health and phys i cal prob lems
and the pros pect of some day not be ing able to care for them selves.
As a re sult, most ge ri at ric pa tients are ex tremely grate ful for the care
that they re ceive. Their fam i lies and care givers are also ap pre cia tive
not only for the care their loved ones re ceive, but also for the
re as sur ance and guid ance that ge ri at ric nurses of fer them in their roles 
as care givers.

Ge ri at ric nurses also have a va ri ety of ed u ca tional and ca reer
op tions, from spe cial iz ing in cer tain ar eas of ge ri at rics, to where they
will work, which can in clude hos pi tals, nurs ing homes, day-care
cen ters, home health ser vices, gov ern ment or ga ni za tions, and
ac a de mia. 

It is also good to know that ge ri at ric nurses are be com ing a vi tally
im por tant and re spected mem ber of the healthcare pro fes sions as the
US pop u la tion rap idly ages. They are re spon si ble for the in no va tive
and ex pert care that will be needed by Baby Boom ers as they con tinue
to reach their el derly years. 

As one of the fast est grow ing ar eas in nurs ing, ge ri at ric nurs ing
of fers not only many op por tu ni ties but job se cu rity. The pay is good,
and the work is of vi tal im por tance to a so ci ety that seeks to sup port
the el derly in their twi light years.

Work ing with ge ri at ric pa tients also pro vides ge ri at ric nurses with
nu mer ous op por tu ni ties to form long-term re la tion ships with their
pa tients. They also get to talk with pa tients who may have led long
and fas ci nat ing lives. Older pa tients can have many in ter est ing sto ries
to tell and rev e la tions about life that they have learned along the way.
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UNATTRACTIVE FEATURES

IN A MAG A ZINE AR TI CLE ABOUT GERIAT ric NURS ING, ONE OF THESE 
pro fes sion als with more than 20 years ex pe ri ence in the field was
asked what she dis liked about her job. Her re ply was that she had a
hard time com ing up with any draw backs to a ca reer she loves so
much. 

For the most part, peo ple in ge ri at ric nurs ing are de voted to their
pro fes sion and to help ing the el derly. As a re sult, there is re ally lit tle
about their jobs that they don’t like. That does n’t mean that the ca reer 
does not have its po ten tial draw backs. How ever, keep in mind that
ev ery one is an in di vid ual with likes and dis likes, and what some may
see as neg a tive as pects of a job, oth ers per ceive quite dif fer ently. For
ex am ple, they may view “draw backs” sim ply as chal lenges that of fer
great re wards when met suc cess fully.

Work ing as a ge ri at ric nurse can be emo tion ally stress ful.
Con sid er ing that ge ri at ric nurses work with older pa tients, of ten with
a com plex set of med i cal prob lems, they are re quired to deal with
pa tients who are more likely to die. Of ten they must also ad min is ter to 
pa tients who are suf fer ing from ne glect and even abuse. In ad di tion,
their pa tients strug gle with nu mer ous med i cal prob lems as well as
fi nan cial is sues that can lead to de pres sion and other men tal health
prob lems. All of these cir cum stances cre ate unique chal lenges.

Ge ri at ric nurses are com mit ted to pro vid ing com pre hen sive care
for their pa tients in a re spect ful, un der stand ing, and com pas sion ate
man ner. How ever, they are only one part of the healthcare and so cial
ser vice team, and they can not be around at all times to watch out for
their pa tients. As a re sult, they may have dis agree ments with other
mem bers of the healthcare team, and with fam ily mem bers and
care givers, con cern ing the pa tient’s care and ideas about what is best
for the pa tient.

Some ge ri at ric nurses work long hours and may be re quired to
work ex tra shifts in times of need. In hos pi tals and nurs ing homes,
ge ri at ric nurses may also work dif fer ent shifts, from the stan dard
day light hours to the night shift when ev ery one else is sleep ing. In
ad di tion, like most nurses, they can be ex posed to vi ruses and
dis eases.
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EDUCATION AND TRAINING

THE GE RI AT RIC NURSE’S ED U CA TION AND TRAIN ING BE GINS WITH THE BA SIC CORE

healthcare train ing that all nurses re ceive. To spe cial ize in ge ri at rics,
you need to study to be come a reg is tered nurse first. There are
ba si cally three routes to earn ing this de gree. The least com mon to day
is a three-year hos pi tal di ploma pro gram. Al though once the most
com mon path way to becoming a nurse, this type of pro gram is now
of fered by only about 70 hos pi tals through out the United States. This
is more of a hands-on type of ed u ca tion sim i lar to an ap pren tice ship,
and train ing takes place en tirely within the hos pi tal set ting.

Ju nior and com mu nity col leges of fer as so ci ate de grees in nurs ing
that can be ob tained in two to three years. They com bine coursework
with nurs ing in tern ships and hos pi tal ex pe ri ence. There are about 850
as so ci ate de gree pro grams in the United States.

While these first two op tions are avail able for ini tial train ing as a
nurse, the com plex as pects of car ing for the el derly typ i cally re quires
the more com pre hen sive ap proach to train ing pro vided by earn ing a
four-year bach e lor’s de gree in nurs ing (BSN) at a col lege or uni ver sity.
There are about 700 bach e lor’s de gree pro grams of fered in the United 
States.

A bach e lor’s de gree pro gram typ i cally trains stu dents in all as pects 
of nurs ing and pa tient care, pro vid ing sig nif i cant time in a clin i cal
set ting where the stu dent can ap ply coursework to ac tual pa tient care. 
Typ i cally, stu dents will take a wide range of courses, in clud ing
anat omy and phys i ol ogy, med i cal ter mi nol ogy, and chem is try for
healthcare work ers. Other courses may in clude hu man growth and
de vel op ment, nu tri tion, and med i cal eth ics and law. Those stu dents
fo cus ing on a ca reer in ge ri at rics, may take spe cial courses in
ge ron to log i cal nurs ing, and choose  clin i cal ex pe ri ence car ing for the
el derly, in as sisted liv ing fa cil i ties, nurs ing homes and var i ous agen cies
that serve the el derly. 

Af ter grad u at ing from a nurs ing pro gram, li censed grad u ates
gen er ally can work on an en try level in any state, al though spe cific
ed u ca tion and li cens ing re quire ments may vary from state to state.
Li cens ing is ac quired by tak ing the NCLEX-RN, a na tional li cens ing
ex am i na tion.
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Ad vanced ed u ca tion pre req ui sites for be com ing a spe cial ized
ge ri at ric nurse are a lit tle more com plex. To spe cial ize in ger on tol ogy,
an in di vid ual must not only have com pleted a de gree pro gram (usu ally 
a four-year bach e lor’s de gree) but also have worked in a su per vised
clin i cal set ting be fore ap ply ing to grad u ate pro grams or train ing
pro grams spe cial iz ing in ge ri at ric care.

Var i ous grad u ate pro grams are avail able that en able a reg is tered
nurse to fur ther ac quire skills and com pe ten cies in car ing for the
el derly across a wide range of healthcare set tings. These pro grams
typ i cally pro vide spe cial ist skills in clin i cal in quiry and prac tice and
lead er ship in the field of aged care nurs ing. 

For ex am ple, mas ter’s de gree pro grams are avail able in
ge ron to log i cal nurs ing, pro vid ing stu dents the op por tu nity to de velop
a sound ac a demic base for ge ron to log i cal nurs ing prac tice. These
pro grams typ i cally of fer var i ous de gree op tions. For ex am ple, nurse
prac ti tio ner pro grams pre pare stu dents to ob tain ad vanced reg is tered
nurse licensure to care for the gen eral adult pop u la tion as well as the
ge ri at ric pop u la tion. A mas ter’s de gree in ge ron to log i cal or ge ri at ric
nurs ing trains stu dents spe cif i cally for ca reers in clin i cal set tings
serv ing the el derly. An other op tion of fered by some pro grams is a
long-term care ad min is tra tor de gree in nurs ing. These pro grams
pre pare stu dents to work as long-term care ad min is tra tors in nurs ing
homes and sim i lar fa cil i ties. Most mas ter’s de gree pro grams can be
com pleted within two years and typ i cally re quire a re search
dis ser ta tion.

The most com mon grad u ate pro gram in ge ri at ric nurs ing is the
ger on tol ogy nurse prac ti tio ner pro gram. This pro gram can be
at tended full or part time and in cludes core grad u ate courses,
elec tives, and clin i cal courses fo cus ing on care for the el derly.
Grad u ates of these pro grams are el i gi ble to be come ger on tol ogy
cer ti fied reg is tered nurse prac ti tio ners. They may ap ply for na tional
cer tif i ca tion from the Amer i can Nurses Credentialing Cen ter (ANCC).
The ANCC is the larg est nurs ing credentialing or ga ni za tion in the
United States. It of fers com puter-based ex ams at hun dreds of sites
across the United States and tests  four broad ar eas of con tent:
pri mary care con sid er ations, ma jor health prob lems, or ga ni za tional
and health pol icy is sues, and pro fes sional is sues.

A good place for more in for ma tion on nurs ing schools with
spe cific pro grams lead ing to ge ron to log i cal nurse prac ti tio ner or
ge ron to log i cal clin i cal nurse spe cial ist is AllNursingSchools at:
http://www.allnursingschools.com
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Paying for Your Education
The cost of re ceiv ing a higher ed u ca tion has in creased rap idly over the
past two de cades re quir ing po ten tial stu dents and their fam i lies to pay 
spe cial at ten tion to the fi nan cial as pects of go ing to col lege. The cost
of a four-year nurs ing de gree can be more than $15,000 a year at a
pub lic col lege and more than $30,000 a year at a pri vate col lege or
uni ver sity.

Help is avail able from the gov ern ment and other or ga ni za tions.
There are many types and sources of fi nan cial aid, in clud ing
schol ar ships, loans, and stu dent em ploy ment in the form of
fel low ships and assistantships. Most of the aid for stu dents based on
need co mes from the fed eral gov ern ment through large fi nan cial aid
pro grams. Fed eral Pell Grants and Fed eral Sup ple men tal Ed u ca tional
Op por tu nity Grants are avail able only to un der grad u ate stu dents. The
Fed eral Perkins Loans, the Fed eral Fam ily of Ed u ca tion Loans, and the
Wil liam Ford Fed eral Di rect Loan tar get both un der grad u ate and
grad u ate stu dents. The Fed eral Work-Study Pro gram is a stu dent
em ploy ment pro gram that also is awarded to both un der grad u ate and 
grad u ate stu dents.

Col leges and universities also pro vide aid via grants, schol ar ships,
and fel low ships. Some state gov ern ments pro vide aid for stu dents
at tend ing col lege in their home state. An other source of aid is
pro vided by cor po ra tions, civic as so ci a tions, un ions, fra ter nal
or ga ni za tions, re li gious groups, and foun da tions. Com pe ti tion for
these schol ar ships is usu ally rig or ous.

For in for ma tion on these and other pro grams, con tact your high
school guid ance coun selor or the fi nan cial aid of fice of your uni ver sity. 
You may also want to check with your par ents’ em ploy ers to see if
they of fer fi nan cial aid pack ages. For in for ma tion on the Fed eral
Stu dent Aid Pro gram, go to: www.fafsa.ed.gov/in dex.htm
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EARNINGS

NURSES SPE CIAL IZ ING IN GE RI AT RICS TYP I CALLY HAVE ABOUT THE SAME EARN INGS

as other reg is tered nurses. The me dian sal ary for reg is tered nurses is
about $60,000, with most earn ing be tween $50,000 and $70,000 a
year. A few earn less than $40,000 or more than $85,000 a year. 

Reg is tered nurses work ing in hos pi tals have av er age sal a ries of
about $60,000 a year. Those work ing in home healthcare ser vices earn
closer to $55,000 a year, while those work ing in nurs ing homes earn
an av er age yearly sal ary of about $50,000.

It is im por tant to re mem ber that sal a ries are also com men su rate
with ex pe ri ence, re spon si bil i ties, and where the job is lo cated. For
ex am ple, a ge ri at ric nurse man ager can ex pect to earn about $70,000
a year in Col o rado, $75,000 a year in Wash ing ton, DC, and $90,000 a
year in New York City. 

A ge ri at ric nurse prac ti tio ner with an ad vanced de gree can earn
more than $80,000 a year, with $95,000 a year be ing the na tional
av er age for these spe cial ists. 

Ge ri at ric nurses who en ter ac a de mia or work in ad min is tra tive
ca pac i ties can also earn higher wages, some times $100,000 a year or
more de pend ing on their po si tion.

Ge ri at ric nurses also re ceive good ben e fits. Good med i cal ben e fits
are es pe cially im por tant in to day’s en vi ron ment of ris ing healthcare
costs and in creas ing pre mi ums for health in sur ance. In ad di tion,
nurses re ceive re tire ment ben e fits, and sick and va ca tion pay.

The other good news about ge ri at ric nurs ing wages is that many
ex perts ex pect the pay for ge ri at ric nurses to rise over the next 20
years. They base this pre dic tion partly on the fact that Baby Boom ers
are ag ing and have both the de sire and funds to de mand spe cial ized
nurs ing care.
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OPPORTUNITIES

THE OVER ALL JOB OUT LOOK FOR NURSES SPE CIAL IZ ING IN GE RI AT RICS IS EX PECTED

to be ex cel lent. Sup port ing this out look is the fact that the ag ing of
the post-World War II Baby Boom gen er a tion has in creased the
av er age age of typ i cal pa tients. Ac cord ing to a re cent sur vey, peo ple
over the age of 65 make up 60 per cent of adult pri mary care vis its and 
48 per cent of in pa tient hos pi tal ad mis sions. 

These per cent ages are ex pected to in crease over the next two
de cades as more Baby Boom ers reach se nior cit i zen age each year.
More than 20 per cent of Amer i cans, or 85 mil lion peo ple, will be over
the age of 65 by 2050. The pop u la tion age 85 and older could grow
from 4.2 mil lion in 2000 to nearly 21 mil lion by 2050, with the
num ber of peo ple reach ing age 100 ex pected to grow even faster,
from about 75,000 in 2000 to an es ti mated 850,000 by 2050.

The nurs ing pro fes sion in gen eral is one of the fast est grow ing of
all ca reer paths. There will be al most 600,000 new jobs in reg is tered
nurs ing over the next de cade. This rep re sents one of the larg est ar eas
of growth among all oc cu pa tions. Within nurs ing, the sin gle spe cialty
that is pre dicted to grow most is ger on tol ogy.

Un der stand ably, el derly pa tients make up al most 90 per cent of all
nurs ing home res i dents. By the year 2020, the need for reg is tered
nurses in nurs ing homes will in crease by al most 70 per cent.

Pro fes sional nurses work ing in ger on tol ogy ac knowl edge that
there is an es pe cially great need for those who want to have clin i cal
ca reers in ge ri at ric nurs ing. These nurses are needed to func tion as
nurse prac ti tio ners in di rect care with older adults and fam i lies, in
clin ics and hos pi tals, and in home care and long-term care set tings.
Cur rently, there are only ap prox i mately 2,000 cer ti fied ge ron to log i cal
nurse prac ti tio ners in the United States, and many more will be
needed.

An other pos i tive sign for op por tu ni ties in ge ri at ric nurs ing is the
in creas ing num ber of new fa cil i ties and agen cies that are be ing
de vel oped to meet the needs of Amer ica’s rap idly ag ing pop u la tion.
This will cre ate new and var ied op por tu ni ties for ge ri at ric nurses. 

The need for nurses work ing in home health set tings, may
in crease by more than 250 per cent within the de cade. Home-based
healthcare is ex pand ing rap idly in re sponse to the el derly pop u la tion’s
grow ing de mand to re main in de pend ent and in their own homes. This 
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in de pend ence is be com ing in creas ingly pos si ble be cause of
tech no log i cal ad vances that have led to more por ta ble healthcare
treat ments, which were once avail able only in a hos pi tal or clinic but
now can be done in the pa tient’s own home. 

There is also a need for ge ri at ric nurses with grad u ate de grees.
Re cent stud ies have in di cated that nurs ing fac ulty are re tir ing at an
in creas ing rate re sult ing in a grow ing de mand for nurs ing ed u ca tors
to train the next gen er a tion of ge ri at ric nurses. Ge ri at ric nurses with
mas ter’s and doc toral de grees are also needed to carry out re search
fo cus ing on older adults’ healthcare needs and treat ments. 

Be cause ge ron to log i cal nurse prac ti tio ners func tion as clin i cal care 
pro vid ers, and Medicare re im burse ment is avail able to pay for it, many 
more nurse prac ti tio ners are broad en ing their ho ri zons by go ing into
col lab o ra tive prac tices with phy si cians. They are also open ing their
own busi nesses in ge ri at ric spe cialty prac tice and in home care. 

Over all, de mand for ge ri at ric nurses is far ahead of the num ber of
qual i fied ap pli cants en ter ing the field. As a re sult, there is a chronic
short age of staff in many ar eas. The Health Re sources and Ser vices
Ad min is tra tion (HRSA) pre dicts that this short age will only in ten sify
over the next two de cades. By 2020, ac cord ing to the HRSA, al most all 
states are ex pected to have short ages of nurses.

It is clear that the ag ing pop u la tion means that com mu nity and
healthcare pri or i ties have al ready be gun and will con tinue to change.
More and more Amer i cans will re quire skilled nurs ing care in a va ri ety
of set tings. Ge ri at ric nurses will also be needed for pal lia tive care,
coun sel ing, ed u ca tion, and fam ily sup port. As a re sult, de mand is
ris ing fast for spe cial ized nurses, and now may be the best time to
con sider a ca reer in ge ri at ric nurs ing.

GETTING STARTED

IF GE RI AT RIC NURS ING SOUNDS LIKE IT MIGHT BE RIGHT FOR YOU, YOU CAN GET

started im me di ately on work ing to ward this re ward ing ca reer. Start
re search ing ge ri at ric nurs ing via the Internet and your lo cal pub lic
li brary. You can also talk to those prac tic ing in the field to learn more
about their ca reers and what they do. Vol un teer ing in hos pi tals or
nurs ing homes will also give you a taste of what it is like to work with
the el derly. 
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To be ac cepted by a nurs ing school, you must have a high school
di ploma and sound ac a demic achieve ment in a wide range of sub jects. 
The courses you need to take to pre pare for nurs ing school in clude
al ge bra, chem is try, bi ol ogy, phys ics, and psy chol ogy. How ever, it is also 
im por tant to fo cus on Eng lish and so cial sci ence courses. As a ge ri at ric 
nurse you will be re quired to have good com mu ni ca tion skills for
in ter ac tions with pa tients and col leagues from var ied back grounds.

Talk to your high school guid ance coun selor about your plans, and 
to get help with choos ing the courses you should take. For ex am ple,
you may want to take courses in civ ics and so cial di ver sity to help you
un der stand and deal with peo ple from a wide va ri ety of back grounds.
Your high school guid ance coun selor can also tell you if your high
school pro vides Ad vanced Place ment courses or In ter na tional
Bac ca lau re ate Courses to fur ther pre pare you for your work in col lege.

Like all fields, mod ern healthcare also re lies on com put ers and
tech nol ogy. A good un der stand ing of com put ers and tech nol ogy will
be an es sen tial as set.

You can also be gin re search ing nurs ing schools that you might like 
to at tend. The Pe ter son’s Guide to Nurs ing Pro grams is con sid ered one 
of the pri mary re sources for learn ing about nurs ing schools in the
United States. The guide is or ga nized by both type of pro gram and
geo graph ical area. You may also want to start in ves ti gat ing the
ap pli ca tion pro cess. Most pro grams of fer ad vis ing ses sions to help
po ten tial stu dents un der stand and com plete their ap pli ca tions.

Pro fes sional or ga ni za tions can also help you get started on your
ca reer. Many pro vide re sources for stu dents on their websites, and
pub li ca tions in the field can give you in sights into what ge ri at ric
nurs ing is all about and also in form you about the lat est de vel op ments 
in the field.

A ca reer as a ge ri at ric nurse of fers many re wards and
op por tu ni ties to make a dif fer ence in peo ples’ lives and in so ci ety as a
whole. It’s never too early to start think ing about your ca reer goals
and com mit ting your self to work ing hard to achieve them.
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ORGANIZATIONS

� Amer i can Nurses As so ci a tion

http://www.ana.org/

� Amer i can So ci ety on Ag ing

http://www.asaging.org/in dex.cfm

� Na tional As so ci a tion of Clin i cal Nurse Spe cial ists

http://www.nacns.org/

� Na tional Ge ron to log i cal Nurs ing As so ci a tion

https://www.ngna.org/

� Na tional In sti tute on Ag ing

http://www.nia.nih.gov/

� Na tional League for Nurs ing (NLN)

http://www.nln.org/

PUBLICATIONS

� Amer i can Jour nal of Nurs ing

http://www.ajnonline.com/

� Amer i can Nurse

http://www.nursingworld.org

/tan/

� Gen er a tions

http://www.generationsjournal

.org/gen er a tions/

� Ge ri at ric Nurs ing

http://www.gnjournal.com/

� Ge ri at ric Nurs ing Guide

www.geriatricnursingguide

.com/

� Home Healthcare Nurse

www.homehealthcarenurseonline.com/
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� Jour nal of Ge ron to log i cal Nurs ing

http://www.jognonline.com/

� Jour nal of Is sues in Nurs ing

http://www.nursingworld.org/ojin/

� Nurs ing Times

http://www.nursingtimes.net/

� The Ger on tol o gist

http://ger on tol o gist.gerontologyjournals.org/

WEBSITES

� AllNursingSchools

http://www.allnursingschools.com/

� DiscoverNursing.com

http://www.discovernursing.com/

� GeroNurseOnline

http://www.geronurseonline.org/

� Hart ford GeriatricNursing Ini tia tive

http://www.hgni.org

� NurseWeek

http://www.nurseweek.com/

� NurseZone.com

http://www.nursezone.com/

COPYRIGHT In sti tute For Ca reer Re search 2009
CAREERS INTERNET DATABASE www.ca reers-internet.org
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