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Compliance Requirements for 
Long-Term Care are Complex

The world of long-term care is a whirlwind 
of responsibilities. Resident well-being, 
quality control, and safety protocols are 
just a few of the daily responsibilities 
nursing homes face today. Then you add 
in the government and state compliance 
regulations that nursing homes must 
comply with and managing a nursing home 
becomes even more complex. 

One of the most demanding aspects of 
compliance is submitting Payroll-Based Journal 
(PBJ) reports to the Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services (CMS). CMS requires nursing 
homes to submit detailed quarterly staffing 
data through PBJ to monitor staffing levels and 
help assess the quality of care provided to 
residents.

PBJ data plays a direct role in how your facility 
is evaluated publicly. The staffing information 
you submit contributes to your Five-Star 
Rating on Care Compare, influencing how 
prospective residents, families, and even 
potential staff perceive your organization. 
Inaccurate or incomplete submissions can 
negatively impact your rating and your 
reputation, making accuracy just as important 
as timeliness.

While PBJ reporting plays a critical role in 
transparency and accountability, it can be 
challenging for administrators and staff. The 
process often involves manual data collection, 
validation, and formatting — adding time and 
complexity to an already demanding workload.

PBJ reporting can be a challenge, but it doesn’t 
have to be. In this guide, you will learn how to 
streamline your PBJ process, understand the 
common errors, and hear about automated 
solutions you can implement to help your 
long-term care facilities achieve compliance 
with ease, accuracy, and efficiency.
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Ensuring the well-being of residents is the 
primary responsibility for managers overseeing 
long-term care facilities. To uphold high 
standards of care and guarantee residents’ 
comfort and safety, it’s critical for you to 
adequately staff every shift with enough 
nurses. 

In compliance with Section 6106 of the 
Affordable Care Act (ACA), the Centers for 
Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) 
mandates that nursing facilities collect and 
report staffing level data through the Payroll 
Based Journal (PBJ) reporting system. PBJ 
reports are required to regulate long-term care 
facilities and ensure that they have sufficient 
staff to deliver high-quality care to their 
residents.

CMS uses the gathered staff information, 
in addition to other quality measures and 
health inspections, to assess the quality of care 
provided to residents and constructs a Five-
Star Quality Rating System for nursing facilities. 
Then they publish this rating on the facility 
comparison website, Care Compare, to ensure 
transparency and accountability within the 
industry and quality of care is being provided. 
PBJ data does not impact your rating 
immediately — there is typically a lag before it 
appears in Care Compare, meaning today’s 
submission affects future reporting periods.

Care Compare can significantly influence your 
reputation and capacity to attract both 
residents and skilled professionals. That’s why 
it is so important to have a thorough 
understanding of PBJ reporting requirements 
and processes.

What is Payroll Based Journal 
Reporting?

Payroll-Based Journal (PBJ) is 
a digital system for reporting 
staffing information to the 
Centers for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services (CMS).

Includes:

• Automated Data Collection:
Aggregating daily staffing hours
by labor category and submitting
them quarterly to CMS.

• Five-Star Impact: CMS uses this
data to determine your facility’s
Staffing Star Rating, which is a
primary driver of your public
reputation.

• Financial Stakes: Staffing
metrics derived from PBJ now
directly influence Value-Based
Purchasing (VBP) incentives and
Medicare reimbursement
adjustments.
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Challenges of PBJ Reporting

These potential penalties show just how important it is to understand the PBJ process, get prepared, 
and implement solutions that can help to simplify it. While well intentioned, PBJ reporting can come 
with its own set of challenges for both managers and leaders within long-term care facilities:

#1 Time-Consuming

Gathering and reporting on the staffing 
data required for the PBJ reports can be 
slow and error-prone, especially if it is 
completed manually.

#2 Data Accuracy

Long-term care facilities that fail to 
submit accurate employee data on PBJ 
reports may face citations, civil money 
penalties, and reputational damage.

#4 Staffing Shortages

Staffing shortages and high turnover 
rates in nursing facilities can make it 
hard to accurately report staffing hours 
and can lead to penalties and bad 
ratings.

#3 Timely Submissions

Strict PBJ reporting deadlines can add 
pressure and missing these deadlines 
carries additional penalties.

#5 Ever-evolving Regulations and Compliance

More CMS and government changes add to the administrative burden for managers and 
administrators. Staying up to date with changing regulations and ensuring adherence can be 
time-consuming and resource intensive.

5



How to Submit PBJ Reports?

To avoid any CMS penalties, it is vital that you 
submit your PBJ reports on time and with 
accurate data. To submit PBJ reports, you will 
need access to the CMS QIES system, where 
PBJ submissions are uploaded and 
processed.

Step #1 - Make sure you have User IDs 
setup for PBJ submissions

• Ensure your team has active QIES system
access and login credentials well in
advance of the deadline to avoid last-
minute delays.

Step #2 - Gather your information and 
prepare your data

• Familiarize yourself with the PBJ reporting
requirements

• Identify the staff data you need to collect
for PBJ reports (employee IDs, job titles,
work hours). This information typically
comes from your payroll or timekeeping
system.

• Ensure that your report adheres to the
specific CMS data formatting guidelines
for PBJ submissions.

• Consider investing in PBJ reporting
software to streamline data gathering and
formatting.

Step #3 - Submit your PBJ reports by 
Quarterly Deadlines

Nursing home providers must submit their 
PBJ reports electronically to CMS through the 
Quality Improvement and Evaluation System 
(QIES) system. The submission process involves 
uploading the required staffing and census 
data via the PBJ system, which is part of the 
QIES Assessment Submission and Processing 
(ASAP) system. 

You can submit your PBJ reports through 
the CMS through two primary submission 
methods: 

• Manual data entry: Staffing data entered
directly into the CMS system.

• Automated Upload: Uploading staffing
data from an automated payroll or time
and attendance system in XML format into
the CMS system. Smartlinx can help you to
painlessly automate PBJ reports, incorporate
all agency hours, and reconcile timecards
in real-time to support correct, automated
processes that give you more time to focus
on improving patient care.

Submissions must be received by the deadline, 
which is the 45th calendar day (by 11:59 PM 
Eastern Standard Time) after the last day of 
each fiscal quarter. 

Important: Uploading your PBJ file does not 
mean it has been submitted. CMS only 
considers your data submitted once the file is 
accepted and processed. Always review your 
validation report to confirm an “Accepted” 
status before the deadline.
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What information do you 
include in a PBJ report?

Long-term care facilities must electronically submit comprehensive and accurate direct care staffing 
details to CMS. Direct care staff are workers who contact residents or management of resident care 
interpersonally, such as services that help residents achieve mental, psychosocial, and physical 
well-being. Additionally, the information you submit to CMS must include direct care details for 
both agency and contract staff in the CMS standardized XML format. 

The staffing details that need to be submitted to CMS in your PBJ reports are:

This unique identifier helps track individual staff members and link their 
hours worked to specific roles and pay rates. The unique identifier must 
not be duplicated with any other current or previous staff and not use 
any personally identifiable information like names or social security 
numbers.

This job role title field requires you to map your internal employee titles  to 
the corresponding CMS job code titles for PBJ reporting. All roles must also 
align with CMS-defined categories such as RN, LPN/LVN, and CNA, as these 
groupings are used to calculate your Five-Star Staffing rating — not 
your internal job titles.

The job role field clearly defines the roles of each staff member. This 
helps categorize different types of staff (e.g., nurses, aides, therapists) 
and understand their contribution to resident care. Ensure to also include 
staff with different roles throughout the day.

Unique Staff Member ID

Job Code Title

Job Role

Quarter 1 

October 1 - December 31
(PBJ due date: February 14)

Quarter 2 

 January 1 - March 31
(PBJ due date: May 15)

Quarter 3 

April 1 - June 30
(PBJ due date: August 14)

Quarter 4 

July 1 - September 30
(PBJ due date: November 14)

PBJ Due Dates
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What information do you 
include in a PBJ report?

You will need to classify staff members based on their pay structure: 
exempt (fixed salary), non-exempt (hourly), or contract (temporary 
workers).

Track the start and end dates of employment for each staff member. 
This helps CMS understand your workforce dynamics, such as turnover 
rates and staffing gaps.

Census data is required to calculate staffing ratios and directly impacts 
your Five-Star Staffing rating. Facilities must ensure census is calculated 
accurately using CMS-defined methodology.

Accurately record the number of hours each staff member works per 
day. Every minute matters, so ensure meticulous tracking of paid hours 
worked. Only report eligible hours worked — exclude PTO, unpaid 
breaks, and non-direct care activities where applicable, as misreported 
hours are a leading cause of PBJ audit issues. Be aware, time entered is 
calculated in fractions, not hours and minutes. 

Number of Hours Worked Each Day

Pay Classification

Hire Date and Termination Date

Census Data

Smartlinx can 
simplify and 
automate the 
entire PBJ process, 
minimizing your 
risk and 
maximizing your 
time and peace of 
mind. 

Learn How
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How to Avoid the Common 
Pitfalls of PBJ Reporting

There are many common pitfalls when 
it comes to completing the PBJ reporting 
process. However, with the right tools and 
preparation you can avoid those pitfalls 
before they happen. 

Set Reminders for PBJ Deadlines: 

It is vital that you do not miss a PBJ reporting 
deadline, which happens 45 days after the end 
of each fiscal quarter throughout the year. 
You can avoid missing deadlines by adding PBJ 
due dates to your calendars and setting up 
reminders to get data prepared well in advance 
of due dates.

Use Checklists to Avoid Inaccurate or 
Missing Data: 

Errors in data entry or missing information 
can lead to rejected reports, bad ratings, 
or inaccurate staffing levels. To avoid these 
mistakes, you can implement a quality checklist 
system that helps you to avoid missing data 
and accuracy in your reports. 

Centralize and Organize Data Collection: 

Multiple systems for storing your PBJ data 
can make it difficult to compile and submit 
PBJ reports on time. Establishing a centralized 
system for all your staffing data can help you 
be ready when it comes time to submit your 
PBJ reports. 

Train Your Staff: 

When your staff isn’t trained properly on how 
to submit PBJ reports it can lead to errors and 

misunderstanding. It is important to provide 
comprehensive training for your staff on CMS 
guidelines and the PBJ submission process. 

Automate and Reduce Manual Data Entry: 

Manual tasks take up lots of time and can 
be prone to data entry errors. Utilizing an 
automated time and attendance system or 
payroll software integrated with PBJ reporting 
can not only reduce the time it takes for your 
staff to complete PBJ reports, but also can 
help to reduce errors.

Standardize Job Titles: 

Using consistent job titles and corresponding 
CMS codes throughout your facility can help to 
easily organize your staff data before you 
submit your PBJ reports. 

Stay Audit Ready:

CMS may audit your PBJ submission and 
request supporting documentation such as 
payroll records, timecards, and agency 
invoices. Facilities should maintain organized 
records and be able to reconcile submitted 
data back to source systems.
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How to Avoid the Common 
Pitfalls of PBJ Reporting

Conduct Regular Reviews: 

It’s important to conduct periodic reviews of 
your PBJ reporting process so that you can 
identify areas for improvement. Additionally, 
you should regularly assess your data for 
accuracy, identify potential roadblocks, and 
update training materials as CMS updates their 
requirements. Validation reports may include 
both errors and warnings — errors must be 
corrected for acceptance, while warnings 
should be reviewed and explained if 
necessary.

Stay Informed and Updated: 

Stay up to date on CMS PBJ guideline and 
requirement updates by regularly checking the 
CMS website. 

Report on all Direct Care Hours: 

To accurately report direct care hours, 
organizations need to map their positions and 
job descriptions to the CMS list. Ensure you 
properly account for all agency and contract 
staff. This data will be combined with staffing 
data and it’s important to have a process in 
place for collecting auditable data for these 
groups.

Include Staff with Different Roles: 

You probably have staff with different roles 
throughout the day and you will need to report 
on them. Your PBJ system and/or  process 
should divide time by role throughout the day 
and break work hours into each category of 
work (for example, CNA hours vs. dietary aid 
hours for same employee in a shift)

Beware the Midnight Divide: 

CMS requires that hours must be split at 
midnight at the end of a calendar day. So, when 
collecting PBJ data, remember to ensure the 
data is accounted accurately for the correct 
day.

Tracking Break and Meal Periods: 

Make sure to track and report on real-time 
mandated breaks and meal periods as required 
by law, preventing claims of missed breaks and 
potential lawsuits.
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PBJ Software: The Key to 
Simplifying PBJ Reporting

Technology can be a powerful tool in helping 
to simplify PBJ reporting, including saving time 
and reducing errors. Workforce management 
software with embedded PBJ reporting 
technology can help facilities navigate the 
time-consuming and error-prone task of CMS 
staffing data submission. Below are some of 
the transformative benefits of using Payroll 
Based Journal reporting technology.

Streamlined Data Collection and Submission

• Automated Data Capture: A workforce
management platform with modern payroll
systems, electronic timekeeping tools and
PBJ software can help you effortlessly
capture the staff hours and essential data
needed for CMS submissions. This not
only minimizes manual data entry but also
mitigates the risk of errors.

• Reduced Manual Processes: With
PBJ software, mundane tasks such as
calculating staff hours and managing
deadlines are now automated. This can
liberate your staff so they can focus on
more impactful responsibilities.

• Simplified Data Submission: PBJ reporting
software comes with user-friendly
interfaces for easy data review and PBJ
report creation, eliminating the need for
intricate file formatting or manual transfers.

Enhanced Data Accuracy and Quality

• Validation Tools: Real-time data validation
via workforce management software can
help you to identify inconsistencies or

missing information before submission, 
which helps reduce the risk of errors and 
penalties.

• Audit Trails and Data Backups: It’s 
important to maintain a clear audit trail by 
documenting changes made to PBJ records. 
Automatic data collection and tracking, and 
secure data backups, help ensure the 
integrity of information, helping you to be 
audit-ready when needed.

• Standardized Reporting Formats: 
Software ensures that data adheres to the 
necessary XML format, minimizing the risk 
of rejection by CMS due to formatting 
errors.

Improved Staffing Visibility and Analysis

• Reporting Dashboards: Payroll Based
Journal reporting software offers
customizable dashboards with real-time
and historical data visualizations. These
dashboards can empower your facility
administrators to track staffing trends,
identify gaps, and monitor compliance
effortlessly.

• Data-Driven Decision Making: Insights
derived from Payroll Based Journal data
can help to inform you and your team on
staffing decisions, resource allocation, and,
ultimately, help to elevate the quality of
resident care.
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Simplify Your PBJ Reporting 
Today

Ensuring you maintain compliance with long-term 
care government and state requirements can be 
a complicated process. Implementing streamlined 
tools, organization strategies, and staying prepared 
will simplify PBJ reporting and keep you ahead of 
potential pitfalls and audits. 

Workforce management software purpose built 
for long term care, like Smartlinx PBJ reporting, 
simplifies PBJ reporting by streamlining processes, 
cutting manual efforts, ensuring data accuracy, and 
minimizing compliance penalties. This can result 
in cost savings, enhanced resident care quality, and 
improved ratings on platforms like Care Compare. 

However, it’s crucial to remember that technological 
solutions don’t replace the need for human 
oversight and an understanding of PBJ reporting 

Ready to get started? 

Request a demo today to learn 
how Smartlinx can help you 
save time and money with 
simplified, accurate, one-click 
PBJ reporting software.

requirements and regulations. The choice of the 
right software and thorough staff training are 
paramount to ensuring proper data management 
and utilization.

Your commitment to staying informed is pivotal in 
shaping a successful PBJ reporting strategy for the 
year ahead. If you’re interested in exploring specific 
technology solutions or seeking further information 
on the benefits of adopting technology for Payroll 
Based Journal reporting feel free to reach out—
we’re here to help!

Smartlinx is a healthcare workforce management 
platform that addresses specific challenges for the 
long-term, assisted living, and post-acute industries, 
including simplifying PBJ reporting and workforce 
compliance.
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Smartlinx is the leading provider of cloud-based workforce management 
solutions for senior care organizations. Since our inception in 2000, 
Smartlinx has been reshaping the senior care workforce landscape. Our 
unified HR and workforce management platform is designed to 
streamline operations, close scheduling gaps, reduce labor costs, and 
ensure compliance. We equip care providers with the essential tools to 
manage their entire workforce across facilities from one seamless 
platform, harnessing the power of real time data.

Over 5,000 senior healthcare facilities rely on Smartlinx every day to plan 
and adapt quickly to their workforce needs, gaining the scalability and 
insights necessary to lead in a dynamic industry. We're dedicated to 
helping you optimize your team's efficiency and ensure trusted care for 
your residents.
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