
Copyright ©  Harvard Medical School. All Rights Reserved. 

Long-Term Care in Post-Pandemic World

David C. Grabowski, PhD

@DavidCGrabowski

September 10, 2021



Almost 18 months ago (3/24/20)

“It is likely that other 

nursing homes around the 

country will also become 

hubs in their communities 

for the worst clinical 

manifestations of COVID-

19…In an epidemic like 

the COVID-19 outbreak, 

our response will only be 

as strong as the weakest, 

most vulnerable link.”



COVID and Long-term care facilities

1,468,854 
Cases

35,065 
Facilities

186,740 
Deaths

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation, 6/30/21



Nursing Homes Cases & Deaths



After accounting for early underreporting, we 

estimated 592,629 nursing home covid 

cases & 118,335 covid deaths in 2020

Source: Shen et al., 2021 JAMA Netw Open



Excess Mortality?

▪NYC: 4.1x higher mortality from March-May 

2020 vs. 2019

▪Detroit: 2.2x higher in March-May 2020 vs. 

2019

Source: Barnett et al., 2020 JAMA



Nursing Home Deaths Increased 

by 169,291 (32%) in 2020



COVID Impacted Nursing Home 

Residents Without COVID

Source: Levere et al., 2021 JAMDA



Pandemic greatly restricted the 

activities of nursing home residents
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Source: Altarum Special Report, October 2020



Nursing home residents were 

lonelier during pandemic

Source: Altarum Special Report, October 2020



Pandemic also impacted nursing 

home staff

▪Constraints on PPE/testing

▪Burdensome 

regulation/guidance

▪Concern for self/family

▪Concern for residents

▪Burnout

▪Teamwork, communication, 

flexibility

▪Public blame & lack of 

recognition



380,000 Fewer Nursing Home 

Workers Since Start of Pandemic
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Nursing Home Workers



Most Dangerous Jobs in America?

1) Logging = 97.6 per 100,000 

workers

2) Commercial fishermen = 

77.4 per 100,000 workers
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“If deaths continue at 

this pace over a full 

year, it will equate to 

more than 200 

fatalities per 100,000 

workers”



Assisted living residents had 17% higher overall 

mortality (24% in states with greatest community 

spread)

Source: Thomas et al., 2021 JAMA Network Open



COVID cases & deaths much lower 

among HCBS Recipients in Connecticut

Source: Robison et al., 2021 JAMDA



COVID-19 Further Complicated the 

Essential Role of Family Caregivers

• Social isolation

• Potential burnout from 

suspended supports

• Lack of access to or 

comfort with technology

• Limited interactions with 

health care facilities

• Financial hardship

https://www.chcs.org/supporting-family-caregivers-in-the-time-of-covid-19-state-strategies/



Care disruptions led to worse mental health 
and employment outcomes among family 
caregivers

Truskinovsky et al., 2021, Equitable Growth Working Paper.



Short-Term Solutions

Source: Nursing Home Commission, 2020, Report to CMS



HHS did not implement Nursing Home 

Commission’s Recommendations



Short-term solutions

Get residents 
and staff 

vaccinated!

Invest in the 
workforce



Long-Term Care Facility COVID 

Vaccine Doses Administered



Vaccinations Helped to Bring 

Down COVID Cases/Deaths





Resident vaccinations, by state



Staff vaccinations, by state



Is recent increase in COVID higher 

in low vaccine states?



Yes! Staff cases in low vaccine states 

are over 4 times higher in most recent 

week



Resident cases are nearly 4 times 

higher in low vaccine states in most 

recent week



Resident deaths are over 6 times 

higher in low vaccine states in most 

recent week



Staff vaccine mandates

▪MA, CA, CT, ME, WA, RI instituted vaccine 

mandates

▪Federal government made staff vaccination a 

Medicare/Medicaid condition of participation

▪Intended & unintended consequences

– Vaccine uptake will increase

– Some vaccinated staff may return to workforce

– Unvaccinated staff might leave workforce



The Difficult Tradeoff

▪Is it better for nursing homes to have a small 

handful of unvaccinated staffers, or to suffer a 

staffing crisis?

– “You're reluctant to do something that would cause 

you to lose people you rely on.” – Family member, 

NYT, 3/5/21

– “Understaffing may make the facility dirtier, and it 

may make the residents wait longer for their meals. 

Un-vaccination makes them dead.” – Arthur 

Caplan, Time, 9/2/21

▪How can we encourage vaccination & retention?



“Suppose we were to raise 
the pay of all of the nation’s 
CNAs by $10,000/year, or 
$5/hour for a full-time 
worker. This would have a 
total cost of $20 billion per 
year— which is less than one 
percent of the amount we 
have spent in six weeks to 
fight COVID.”

Support of the Workforce



Ideas:

• Minimum staffing standards

• Increase pay/benefits

• Raise reimbursement rates

• Increase financial transparency

• Provide career advancement

• Improve work environment



Longer-run reforms…

COVID is a crisis on top of a crisis…



Reimagining Long-Term Care 

Post-Covid

▪Invest in home- and 

community-based care

▪Shift to smaller-home, 

resident-directed nursing 

homes



Source: Grabowski, 2020, Commonwealth Fund Issue Brief



Thanks!
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