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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 
 
The United States recently surpassed a grim milestone in the COVID-19 pandemic: more than 
100,000 residents and workers in nursing homes and other long-term care facilities have died 
from COVID-19, and the toll continues to mount. The following brief updates previous reports 
issued by Senate Democrats, providing a snapshot of the worsening crisis in nursing homes 
across the United States: 
 

 In November, more than 15 nursing home residents died from COVID-19 per hour, with 19 
residents dying each hour during the week of November 22, 2020.  

 

 The number of weekly COVID-19 deaths among nursing home residents has increased 133 
percent since Labor Day, and 96 percent among nursing home workers during the same 
period. 

 

 Rising COVID-19 infection rates suggest that death rates will continue increasing in 
nursing homes. 

 

 Workforce shortages have increased since Labor Day: In November, one in six nursing 
homes nationwide reported that they do not have a sufficient workforce. 

 
As the Nation enters what experts predict will be the most severe months of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the number of COVID-19 deaths and infections among residents and staff in long-
term care facilities is rapidly rising. Meanwhile, a growing number of nursing homes report that 
they do not have a sufficient workforce to care for their residents.  
 
These new findings demonstrate the continuing cost of inaction by the Trump Administration, 
and should serve as a warning for what is to come if Congress does not come together and 
cooperate with the incoming Biden Administration to resolve the COVID-19 crisis in nursing 
homes. 
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BACKGROUND:  
 
On February 29, 2020, the first cases of COVID-19 in a nursing home were confirmed. The 
subsequent outbreak led to at least 129 cases and claimed the lives of 37 people.1 Since that 
tragedy, nursing homes have been the epicenter of the COVID-19 pandemic. On November 25, 
2020, the United States reached a grim milestone with an estimated 100,000 residents and 
workers in long-term care facilities, including nursing homes, dying of COVID-19.2 This is 
approximately 40 percent of all the COVID-19 deaths in the United States.3  
 
In the 10 months since that first nursing home outbreak, States, local communities, industry, 
and advocates have called for additional funding, support for vaccine distribution, resources 
like testing and personal protective equipment (PPE), enhanced coordination, and steady 
Federal leadership.4 These calls remain unanswered by the Trump Administration and 
Republicans in Congress.  
 
In July, Senate Democrats released a report detailing the Trump Administration’s deadly delays 
in the provision of urgently needed PPE and emergency funding and its failure to produce a 
national testing strategy.5 In September, Senators Casey and Wyden again sounded the alarm, 
as 11 nursing home residents were dying an hour, and workforce and PPE shortages persisted.6   
The below findings serve as a third call to action, highlighting the human toll of a surging 
pandemic on seniors, people with disabilities and workers nationwide. 
 
FINDINGS: 
 
In November, more than 15 nursing home residents died of COVID-19 per hour, with 19 
residents dying each hour during the week of November 22, 2020.  
 
In almost three months, the rate of deaths in nursing homes from COVID-19 has rapidly 
increased. In November, on average, over 15 residents died of the disease per hour.7 According 
to federal data, during the week of November 22, 2020, the number of COVID-19 deaths in 
nursing homes is equivalent to 19 deaths per hour.8 In July and August, the rate of COVID-19 
deaths among nursing homes residents was equivalent to 11 per hour.9  
 
The number of weekly COVID-19 deaths among nursing home residents has increased 133 
percent since Labor Day, and 96 percent among nursing home workers. 
 
Nursing home residents make up a disproportionate number of COVID-19 victims in the United 
States. While nursing home residents represent a fraction of the U.S. population, they account 
for a sizable share of COVID-19 cases and deaths in the United States.10 As the Nation faces its 
12th month of the COVID-19 pandemic, experts predict a “very dark winter” marred by climbing 
caseloads and untold stress on the Nation’s health care system.11 
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Over the past three months, the rate at which COVID-19 deaths are occurring in nursing homes 
is increasing rapidly. Between September 6, 2020 and November 22, 2020, more than 20,000 
nursing home residents died of COVID-19.12 During this period, the number of weekly deaths in 
nursing homes more than doubled, from approximately 1,300 deaths during the week of 
September 6, 2020 to 3,100 deaths during the week of November 22, 2020, equal to a 133 
percent increase.13   
 

Similarly, among workers, the number of deaths reported each week almost doubled during 

that time period. The week of September 6, 2020, 28 workers in nursing homes died from 

COVID-19, and the week of November 22, 2020, 55 workers in nursing home lost their lives due 

to the disease, an increase of 96 percent.14   
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Rising COVID-19 infection rates suggest that death rates will continue increasing in nursing 
homes. 
 
As death rates from COVID-19 in nursing homes increase, rising infection rates may lead to 
more deaths among nursing home residents and workers in the weeks and months ahead. 
Rising infection rates are also likely to put increased pressure on PPE supply chains and 
worsening staffing shortages.   
 
While the death rate is climbing, the rate of COVID-19 infections in nursing homes is increasing 
at an even more rapid pace, potentially signaling more devastation to come. Between 
September 6, 2020, and November 22, 2020, the number of confirmed COVID-19 cases among 
residents increased by 181 percent from approximately 7,500 to 21,200, an almost three-fold 
increase.15 Workers in nursing homes are similarly experiencing a rise in COVID-19 cases. 
Between September 6, 2020 and November 22, 2020, weekly reported confirmed cases among 
staff increased by 184 percent from approximately 7,000 to 20,000.16  
 
Workforce shortages have increased since Labor Day: In November, one in six nursing homes 
nationwide reported that they do not have a sufficient workforce. 
 
Workers in nursing homes are on the front lines of the pandemic.17 These heroes are making 
incredible sacrifices, risking the health of themselves and their families, often without proper 
PPE or access to sufficient testing.18 Moreover, there has been a tremendous toll among the 
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nursing home workforce. Federal data show that, since the beginning of July, over 218,800 
workers have been infected and over 600 have died from COVID-19.19  
 
COVID-19 has exacerbated workforce shortages that were a problem in long-term care settings 
long before the pandemic arrived in the United States. In November, approximately one in six 
nursing homes nationwide reported not having sufficient nursing staff.20 It is especially 
concerning that the number of nursing homes nationwide reporting shortages of nursing staff 
has grown to 2,705 as of early November—a more than 25 percent increase since late June.21  
 
Similarly, the number of States with a large proportion of facilities reporting shortages has 
grown. During a three-week period around Labor Day, there were six States in which an average 
of 25 percent or more of nursing homes reported being short of nurses.22 By late November, 
there were 21 States in which 25 percent or more of nursing homes reported being short of 
nurses, including 12 in which 30 percent or more reported nursing shortages.23 
 
Further, analysis of CMS data finds that the majority of nursing homes that were reporting 
staffing shortages on November 1, 2020 have been reporting those same shortages for months. 
Specifically, 50 percent of the nursing homes reporting nursing staff shortages on November 1, 
2020 had been reporting those same shortages for the previous two months.24   
 
As the pandemic continues, and workers face the increasing risk that they will be infected with 
or exposed to the virus, they are forced to balance their ability to work with familial 
responsibilities and the risks that their job poses to loved ones.25 Despite these challenges, the 
need to adequately staff nursing homes can mean the difference between life and death. 
Indeed, a recent study found that nursing facilities with COVID-19 cases were more likely to 
report staffing shortages.26 According to this study, “shortages could have a major impact not 
just on nursing homes’ ability to adhere to standard infection control protocols but also on their 
capacity to provide necessary ongoing care not directly related to COVID-19.”27 Another study 
determined that “among facilities with at least one case, higher nurse aide hours and total 
nursing hours are associated with a lower probability of experiencing an outbreak and with 
fewer deaths.”28 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
In the five months since Senate Democrats first released their report on the crisis in nursing 
homes and identified urgently needed solutions, tens of thousands of residents and workers 
have died in these facilities.29 Now, as the United States counts more than 104,000 lives lost to 
the pandemic in long-term care facilities, inaction is tantamount to a death sentence for 
thousands more.30  
 
America needs a national strategy to save lives in nursing homes, including a sufficient supply of 
PPE, ample access to testing, resources for vaccine distribution, funding for strike teams and 
adequate workforce supports, and accountability measures to uphold resident rights and 
permit safe visits with family. Nursing home residents and workers cannot afford to wait to get 
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the help they desperately need. Congress must come together to pass a comprehensive COVID 
relief package. The lives of seniors, people with disabilities and frontline workers depend on it.  
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