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Adult family and boarding homes –
questions to ask, things to consider

	 Carole Wood’s mother needed more care than she could
provide. Says Wood, “I knew inviting mother to live with
me was not an option because of my job and family re-
sponsibilities.” So, she researched which options were
available including: hiring in-home help to assist with
household chores, cooking, bathing, etc.; moving her
mother to an assisted living/retirement community;
or moving her to an adult family home.
	 After discussing the options with her brothers and
her mother, Wood says, “The family came to the
realization that moving mother to an adult family
home (AFH) was the best option for everyone.”
	 So, exactly, what is an adult family home and what do
you need to know before selecting one?
	 According to Washington State’s Department of Social and Health Services, which
regulates AFHs, an adult family home is licensed to provide housing and care services
for up to six adults in a regular house located in a residential neighborhood. The AFH may be run
by a family, single person or business partners. The AFH may also hire other employees.
	 Basically, an AFH provides housing and meals (room and board) and assumes general responsibility
for the safety and care of each resident. Additional services may be offered (nursing care, assistance with 
or administering medications, etc.). Some provide specialized care to people living with developmental dis-
abilities, dementia or mental illness.
	 To get started with selecting an AFH, you should carefully consider what care and help will be re-
quired. For example, is help needed to get to the bathroom or get dressed? Are medication reminders 
necessary? It’s important that you think this through very carefully and make notes so you ask each home 
you consider the same questions which will, ultimately, help you in the selection process. 
	 DSHS advises that you set up visits at each home you are considering and that you visit several times 
and at different times of the day. Also by visiting several homes you can compare the options available 
and get a good feel for what is available.
	 To find out more about the reputation of each home, you should
	 Ask for the last state inspection report. This report will give you insight into any potential problem 
areas.
	 Ask for references including phone numbers to contact former residents or their family members.
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	 To find out if there have been complaints filed against the AFH, call the ADSA HelpLine at 800-422-
3263. You will be given the name of the field manager who is responsible for inspecting and licensing the 
facilities in your area. He/she can provide some input about potential problems.
	 Contact your local Long Term Care Ombudsman (425-388-7393 in Snohomish County). Ombudsman 
volunteers and staff serve as advocates for residents of residential care facilities. They work to resolve 
problems of individual residents. They can be an excellent source of information.

QUESTIONS
	 DSHS recommends you ask the following questions before making a decision. Don’t hesitate to ask as 
many questions as you need to make a choice that works for you. Remember, the most important ques-
tion to ask yourself is: Does the adult family home meet my (or my loved ones) needs.

COSTS
	 What is the basic rate for room, board and services (get it in writing). What services are covered by 	
		  this rate? Are other services available and at what cost? 
	 What are the payment policies? Do you get a refund if the person leaves before the end of the month? 	
		  What is the policy for rate increases? 
	 What is the policy for accepting Medicaid or transferring to Medicaid at a later date?
STAFF
	 Does the provider (owner) live on-site and, if not, who does? In other words, who is responsible for 	
		  making sure each resident receives the care he/she requires?
	 Is there enough staff available to meet everyone’s needs? Is there frequent turnover? 
	 Is some level of nursing care available (RN, LPN, nursing assistant) and how often? Can someone 	
		  administer medication?
	 What happens if an emergency arises? Is help available right away? If a resident must be sent to the 	
		  emergency room, will someone from the AFH accompany him/her?
	 Does the staff treat residents with respect and dignity and do they treat each other in a professional 	
		  manner?
	 What language does most of the staff speak?

SERVICES & ACTIVITIES
	 What type of help is available for personal care (bathing/dressing) and how flexible is the schedule to 	
		  receive help?
	 What, if any, transportation services are available (medical appts., shopping, church services)?
	 Are there regularly planned activities and will staff arrange special activities (hair appts., outings, 	
		  etc.)
	 Are you allowed to bring your pet and are there any restrictions on visits from family and friends.

SURROUNDINGS
	 Do you like the location and outward appearance? Is the home on a noisy street?
	 Is the home close to relatives and friends?
	 Are there amenities within walking distance (shops, parks, library, etc.)
	 Is there an outside area to sit, walk or garden?

PHYSICAL SETTING
	 Does each resident have his/her own bedroom? If not, will this be an issue to deal with?
	 Can the hallways, doors and rooms accommodate wheelchairs and walkers?
	 Are there handrails to help with walking and in the bathroom? Is there a sit-down shower?
	 Are the floors non-skid? Are there throw rugs and, if so, are they secure?
	 Does the home have good natural and artificial lighting?
	 Is the home clean, free of odors and well heated/cooled? Can each resident adjust the temperature
		  in his/her bedroom. Is it free from obvious environmental hazards? 
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Adult family and boarding homes – questions to ask, things to consider, continued

	 How much of the home’s common areas do residents have access to: kitchen, dining room, etc.
	 Is it a non-smoking home? If not, where can residents smoke?
	 Is furniture provided or can you bring some favorite pieces?
	 Does each resident have a private phone line?
	 Are emergency procedures clearly posted?
	 Can each resident lock his/her room and/or is there a locked area for personal valuables.

FOOD
	 Is the food pleasing, nutritious, adequate and attractively served? Are snacks available? Can you
		  request special foods? And will the home meet dietary or cultural food preferences?
	 Are there specific meal times or is there some flexibility?
	 Is there a refrigerator available to store personal food?

FINALLY
	 Do other residents socialize with each other and appear happy and comfortable? And do they speak 		
		  favorably of the facility?
	 Do any of the other residents have a history of violence or other problem behaviors? If so, how are 		
		  these situations handled by staff?

DECISION TIME
	 Planning and information gathering does not stop once you’ve made a decision. Moving is a major life 
change. To help ease the transition, talk through the changes that will be made and make a plan of what 
needs to happen and when.
	 Moving to an adult family home can mean letting go of a lifetime of possessions and a familiar way of 
life. Some people look forward to fewer responsibilities; other will be very emotional. Either way, make 
sure you provide full support to your loved one. 
	 Wood says it took almost a month to visit and talk to AFH providers before she and her mother selected 
one that was only a couple miles from her house. 	
	 “Mom is happy where she’s living and I’m happy because I know she is in a safe place where she is 
being cared for 24-hours-a-day. Plus, since she now lives near me, it’s easy to stop for a visit on my way 
home from work and I often pick her up on the weekend so she can spend the day with the family.”
	 For a list of adult family homes, visit the DSHS web-site, aasa.dshs.wa.gov; type adult family homes in 
search box or call Senior Information and Assistance at 425-513-1900 or 800-422-2024.
	 Complaints of suspected abuse, neglect or exploitation involving a vulnerable person who resides in a 
nursing home, adult family home or boarding home should be made to the Residential Care Services Com-
plaint Line, 800-562-6078. The complaints will be reviewed and assigned for investigation or a referral 
will be made to the appropriate agency.


