
Two new veterans homes opened in Kinston 
and Black Mountain, N.C., within the past 
year, representing the new direction North 

Carolina is going with these critically important fa-
cilities for veterans. 

Identical in nature, the 110,000-square-foot, 
100-bed skilled-nursing facilities are setting a new 
standard of care for future veterans homes. Resi-
dents have single rooms with a private bath that reside in self-
contained “neighborhoods” of 12-14 veterans, who share a 
common area that has a living/gaming room with a fire place 
and large-screen TV, dining room and courtyard.

“This neighborhood design, with person-centered care, is 
the way nursing homes in the future are going to be designed,” 
says Julia Gibson, administrator at the Black Mountain facil-
ity. “This is one of the first ones in North Carolina, where we 
have more square footage and the private rooms. The neigh-
borhoods are designed in the shape of a J, and kind of circle 
around their own living room with fireplace and game room-
type area and a dining room. This design really promotes a 
feeling of being more at home. It is not institutional looking. 
We have carpets and soft colors that were picked out by an 
interior designer to give it more of a home feel.”

Each facility also features an aquatic therapy and exercise 
pool from HydroWorx, a gymnasium with strength training 
and rehab equipment from Nautilus and Biodex, a state-of-
the-art therapy center, a Memory Support Unit for Alzheim-
er’s patients, and comprehensive therapy services. In addition, 
these special care facilities have eight private bariatric rooms 
for people who weigh more than 350 pounds.

“We always like to say that North Carolina is the most 

military-friendly state in the nation, and it really shows with 
the opening of the new N.C. State Veterans Home in Black 
Mountain and Kinston,” says North Carolina Gov. Bev Per-
due. “This is how we show appreciation to those who served 
and sacrificed to make our state and country a better, safer 
place to live and prosper.”

The N.C. State Veterans Home program provides skilled-
care services to qualified North Carolina veterans. Approxi-
mately 765,900 veterans reside in North Carolina. More than 
100,000 veterans in western North Carolina are served by the 
Asheville Veteran Affairs Medical Center, which oversees 
medical care at the state-run Black Mountain home.  

The N.C. Division of Veterans Affairs, which is part of the 
N.C. Department of Administration, employs a private provid-
er to manage the facility. North Carolina currently operates 
two other facilities, a 150-bed facility in Fayetteville, and a 
99-bed facility in Salisbury. 

Assessment And therApy
With a focus on “person-centered” care, staff members at 

each facility work with veterans to assess their abilities and 
limitations, helping them live as independently as possible. 

“I do a standardized test on everyone who comes in here 
for a fall-risk assessment,” says Dr. Allison Fender, therapy out-
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Veterans Homes

The new Veterans Home in 
Kinston, N.C., features an 
aquatic therapy pool with 
built-in treadmill, which is 

used for physical therapy and 
strengthening of veterans.

A room with strength 
training equipment is 
available for veterans.

New Veterans 
Homes Set 
Standard 
for Care
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comes coordinator. “They will be given a ‘function in sitting 
test’ or FIST, a ‘timed up and go’ or TUG test, and we tailor any 
strengthening or therapy program based on the needs of each 
person.”

The HydroWorx aquatic therapy and exercise pool, which 
is overseen by a licensed physical or occupational therapist, 
has an underwater treadmill built in, providing the perfect en-
vironment for physical therapy and strengthening. “We can 
control the speed from 0.1 mile per hour to 8 miles per hour, 
and there are jets on the front to provide resistance. We keep 
the water between 90-92 degrees, so it will help with stiffness 
and joints and pain.”

In addition, 360-degree cameras toggle on monitors for 
staff to assess the patient for gait-assessment purposes. 

“The pool has been very beneficial for us as far as treating 
residents who have any type of balance disturbance or are un-
able to ambulate on land,” says Fender. “The water provides 
buoyancy that allows us to perform gait training and transition 
them gradually and safely, so they are able to get back to their 
prior level of functioning,” says Fender. “We place residents in 
the therapy pool who have had falls to try to normalize their 
gait and improve their balance and their neuroplasticity of the 
brain, which helps to decrease their fall risk. Our goal is to 
get them living as independently as possible, so they can get 
around without assistance and take part in any activities that 
they want.”

The gymnasium provides veterans with a full circuit of 
Nautilus strength training equipment, including a leg press, 
a low-back machine, a mid-row, a tricep push down and a leg 
extension. Biodex rehab equipment is also available, includ-
ing the Biostep bike, gait trainer (with visual and analog com-
ponent) and balance system. 

“The fitness equipment is used by both physical therapy 
and occupational therapy disciplines, to strengthen legs, up-
per extremities and also the core to improve overall function,” 
notes Fender. “If they are on a strengthening program and us-
ing the fitness equipment, evidence-based practice says that 
they need to be training at 70 to 75 percent of their one-rep 
max. So, we perform a one-rep max on them, and they train at 
70-75 percent and increase by 5 percent each day, and then re-
peat that one-rep max at the end of the week. We do follow-up 
progress notes each week, and then a reevaluation every four 
weeks to assess their progress.”

The Biodex equipment is used “to increase strengthening 
for extremities and increase reciprocal gait patterns through 
alternating upper extremity and lower extremity on the bike,” 
Fender explains. “The gait trainer allows us to perform gait 
training with a biofeedback system for the patient to be able 
to hear and see their errors and correct them. The balance sys-
tem allows us to work on a static and dynamic surface with a 
biofeedback system so they can see their errors and work on 
ankle, knee and hip strategy to correct their loss of balance.” 

In addition to the equipment, many programs and activi-
ties are available for veterans, including a yoga class that is 
gaining in popularity, notes Fender. “We have a volunteer who 
comes in to run the yoga class, and we get good feedback on 
it,” she points out. “More and more veterans are showing an 
interest.”

The recreation department also gets groups to play Wii 
sports, such as fitness, bowling, boxing, baseball and tennis. 
Large courtyards are available for walking and enjoying the 
outdoors, and Black Mountain staff try to implement different 
types of activities that involve exercise and getting moving, 
even for those in wheelchairs. 

The Black Mountain location also has a van that was do-
nated by a local Elks Club, which is used to take veterans on 
trips to baseball games and a local lake to go fishing or to 
special events such as fireworks.

Another popular outside activity is gardening. “Our vet-
erans are growing vegetables — peas, tomatoes, okra and 
squash,” notes Gibson. “They are trying to bring the garden 
indoors as well, and we are working with a local college to 
help us build an indoor greenhouse so they can continue the 
gardening during the winter.” 

Whether it is people coming in for a tour or families com-
ing to visit a family member, feedback has been overwhelm-
ingly positive.

“People just say, ‘Wow! This is not what I envisioned a 
nursing home to look like,’” notes Gibson. “The facility is 
much nicer than what they expected, and many times they say 
that it does feel like home. We have created a better environ-
ment, one that is not institutionalized, and there is more of a 
community. The veterans in the neighborhoods look out for 
each other, and sit, talk and listen to the radio and eat together 
in the small dining room. They really get to know each other, 
and we are really seeing positive results.”

—GRF
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The new design for veteran homes includes the creation of 
self-contained “neighborhoods” of 10-14 veterans, who each 
have a private room, and share a common living room with 

fireplace, seen here.

Specially designed physical therapy 
equipment is available for veterans.




