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Federal COVID-19 vaccine mandate aims to boost stagnant rates in nursing home staff, but raises fears of deepening 

staff shortages 

Sarah Volpenhein Milwaukee Journal Sentinel 

A pending federal COVID-19 vaccine requirement for nursing home staff aimed at boosting stubbornly low rates in some 

facilities, is prompting fears of an exodus of nurses and aides at a time when many can't hire enough workers. 

President Joe Biden last week announced the requirement, which will be tied to federal funding for care. The 

requirement could take effect as soon as next month. 

Thousands of nurses, aides and other nursing home workers in Wisconsin — about 40% — remain unvaccinated, even 

though nursing homes have suffered some of the worst outbreaks of COVID-19 and their residents make up more than a 

fifth of COVID-19 deaths. 

"If you visit, live or work in a nursing home, you should not be at a high risk of contracting COVID from unvaccinated 

employees," Biden said in a White House address announcing the requirement. 

Some nursing home officials and industry leaders told the Journal Sentinel they worry the requirement could exacerbate 

staffing shortages and cause a slew of employees to quit. In the end, they say, that could hurt quality of care for 

residents. 

"Nursing homes are in a staffing crisis," said Emily Karls, administrator of Shorehaven, a nursing home in Oconomowoc. 

"We could lose 40% of our staff. We couldn't operate with those numbers." 

But other nursing homes had already moved in the direction of a mandate, embracing vaccine requirements as the delta 

variant surged and cases ticked up, raising the risk that unvaccinated staff could catch and spread the virus. 

LeadingAge, a national trade organization representing nursing homes and other long-term care providers, urged its 

members last month to require their employees to get vaccinated. Then, Genesis Healthcare, the largest nursing home 

operator in the nation, made the vaccine a work requirement. 

In Wisconsin, more nursing homes and other long-term care providers also turned to requiring the shot, including 

Capitol Lakes in Madison, Clement Manor in Greenfield and St. Paul Elder Services in Kaukauna. 

"It was just like, 'What are we doing?' ... We're here to care for our residents, and they're all over 65. ... We need to do 

all we can to protect them," said Tim Conroy, executive director of Capitol Lakes, a retirement community with a nursing 

home, assisted living facility and independent living apartments. 

In Wisconsin, staff vaccination rates in nursing homes have barely budged in the last few months, hovering around 60%, 

even as the highly contagious delta variant has surged, according to figures from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention. 

Nursing home residents and workers were among the first people offered the vaccine in late December and through 

February, part of a national campaign that sent CVS, Walgreens and other pharmacists into nursing homes to give shots 

on site. 

Despite that, and despite months of incentives and promotional work encouraging the vaccine, less than a quarter of the 

staff in some Wisconsin nursing homes have been vaccinated. 

The rates range from a low of 22% at Riverdale Health Care Center in the southwest Wisconsin town of Muscoda to a 

high of 100% at the Sauk County Health Care Center in Reedsburg, southwest of Wisconsin Dells, according to federal 

data examined by the Journal Sentinel. The rates reflect vaccinations of nurses, aides, therapists, physicians and other 

health care workers eligible to work in the nursing home for at least one day of the reporting week. 
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Many nursing home workers are women, and officials say many are wary of possible effects from the vaccine on 

pregnancy or fertility. Nursing home workers have also expressed concerns about unknown long-term side effects, or 

objected to taking a vaccine that has not been fully approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 

Some argue the mandate is too narrow 

The mandate comes in the wake of a study released by the CDC showing nursing home residents experienced a 

"significant decline" in vaccine effectiveness from March to July, likely due to the emergence of the delta variant and to 

waning vaccine effectiveness over time. 

Public health experts have stressed that vaccines are still the best defense against the coronavirus and, especially when 

coupled with masks and other preventative measures, provide good protection against not only infection, but severe 

illness, hospitalization and death. 

"Our vaccines continue to offer the best protection against severe COVID illness. While we are still learning about how 

these vaccines perform over time and how long they will last against emerging variants, one thing is very clear: getting 

vaccinated can keep you out of the hospital. Getting vaccinated can save your life," said CDC Director Dr. Rochelle 

Walensky at a media briefing last week in Washington. 

Indeed, nursing home cases and deaths across the country plummeted in January and February as residents were 

vaccinated en masse, and cases per week remained below 2,000 nationally until very recently, according to federal data 

examined by the Journal Sentinel. Even as cases have started ticking up, they remain relatively low, compared to any 

week last year. 

Many new cases in nursing homes are breakthrough infections, where a resident who was fully vaccinated contracted 

the virus. (At the same time, most nursing home residents are vaccinated, more than 86% in Wisconsin.) 

Of the 61 Wisconsin nursing home residents who reportedly became infected since late May, when the federal 

government began tracking breakthrough cases in residents, 44 were breakthrough infections, according to the federal 

data. 

The Biden administration hopes to boost immunity by providing third shots, or booster shots, to everyone, beginning 

with nursing home residents and other vulnerable people in September. 

John Sauer, president and CEO of LeadingAge Wisconsin, agrees that everyone should get vaccinated, but he thinks the 

mandate should apply more broadly to other long-term care and health care providers. 

"I don't think singling out nursing home facilities ... is really the best way," he said. 

Rick Abrams, president and CEO of the Wisconsin Health Care Association, a trade group that represents long-term care 

providers in the state, worries that the requirement will worsen the staffing crisis in nursing homes and ultimately force 

understaffed facilities to halt new admissions or relocate residents they can no longer care for. 

He is concerned that employees who don't want the vaccine will simply go work for the assisted living facility or 

community hospital across town that doesn't require the vaccine. 

"Why is that a good result? The employee doesn't get vaccinated and you lose probably a good employee, a committed 

employee, when we're already in the midst of a labor crisis," he said. "The mandate isn't going to magically achieve 

100% vaccination rates." 

Conroy, of Capitol Lakes, which already mandated the vaccine, suggested that the concern over workers leaving is 

overstated. People naturally don't like change, he said. 

"So you’re going to change your job and have to make new work friends and a new commute all that stuff? Or you can 

just get the vaccine and still be at your same job with the same people you work with," he said. 
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Of the roughly 50 employees who hadn't gotten the vaccine by the time Capitol Lakes imposed its own mandate this 

summer, five refused to get the vaccine and left, he said. 

Still, even before the mandate, Capitol Lakes had relatively high vaccine acceptance among staff, about 83% of whom 

were inoculated, Conroy said. Vaccination rates in Dane County, where Capitol Lakes is located, are the highest in the 

state. 

The bigger concern is those facilities where vaccine skepticism is high, where only a quarter or a third of employees have 

elected to get the vaccine. 

Until very recently, Allis Care Center, a 152-bed nursing home in West Allis, was reporting that only 6% of the nearly 170 

health care workers eligible to work in the facility had been vaccinated. 

Now, it's reporting about 31% of workers have been fully vaccinated, still placing it among the Wisconsin nursing homes 

with the lowest vaccination rates for staff, according to federal data. The home has reported that 60% of staff declined 

the vaccine. 

Sarah Volpenhein is a Report for America corps reporter who focuses on news of value to underserved communities for 

the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. Email her at svolpenhei@gannett.com. Please consider supporting journalism that 

informs our democracy with a tax-deductible gift to this reporting effort at JSOnline.com/RFA. 
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