
COVID-19 vaccine exemptions have helped Wisconsin nursing homes hold on to 

staff in face of vaccine mandate 
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A federal COVID-19 vaccine mandate has exacerbated staffing shortages at some Wisconsin nursing homes, 

but has not led to the "mass exodus" of workers initially feared by some industry leaders, they said. 

While some nursing home workers who refused to get the vaccine quit or were fired, many others were 

granted religious exemptions from the vaccine mandate, allowing nursing homes to hold on to vaccine-

hesitant workers. 

"Have we lost employees over the mandate? Yes. Has the fallout been as bad as we feared? No," said Rick 

Abrams, president and CEO of the Wisconsin Health Care Association, which represents nursing homes and 

other long-term care providers in the state. 

Why hasn't it been as bad? Abrams said Monday's deadline for employees to have gotten both shots of the 

vaccine persuaded some who were on the fence.  

But he also thinks the exemptions "have really played a part" and have reduced the number of employees who 

otherwise would have left work in nursing homes. 

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

of deepening staff shortages 

At some nursing homes, as many as a third of employees have been granted medical or religious exemptions 

from the mandate, though the process for considering religious exemptions varied from facility to facility and 

some may have taken a tougher stance on exemption requests. 

Federal regulators say nursing homes must put extra precautions in place for unvaccinated workers with an 

exemption to help prevent the spread of COVID-19. That could include things like such as testing unvaccinated 

workers regularly or requiring they wear certain types of masks in the facility. 

Monday was the day by which workers had to have either completed a vaccine series or been granted an 

exemption, under a federal rule that was upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court in January and is meant to protect 

nursing home residents, one of the populations most susceptible to severe illness and death from COVID-19. 

Here’s what data reported by nursing homes to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention show about 

staff vaccinations in Wisconsin nursing homes now: 
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 Vaccination rates among nursing home staff have improved since the rule was first issued in 

November, from 70% to about 85% 

 Roughly 15% of staff still have not gotten both shots of the vaccine, though some of them may have 

been granted a religious exemption 

 Some nursing homes reported bumps in vaccinated employees in the last several weeks, as the 

deadline neared 

Abrams said the numbers show progress, but that there is more to be done. 

"The goal has always been 100% vaccination," he said. 

State inspectors have already begun inspecting nursing homes to check they are complying with the vaccine 

requirements, which were initially delayed by court challenges. 

More:New federal rule requires Wisconsin nursing home workers to get COVID-19 vaccine by Jan. 4, but 

leaves out assisted living 

Since January, when workers were required to have gotten their first shot, more than 70 nursing homes have 

been inspected for compliance with the rule, Elizabeth Goodsitt, a spokesperson with the state Department of 

Health Services said in an email Tuesday. 

Inspectors have issued six citations for mid- and low-level infractions, she said. 

Nursing homes that don't comply with the rule could face fines or, in more serious cases, loss of Medicare and 

Medicaid funding. 

Some nursing homes struggled with how to handle requests for religious exemptions, perhaps never having 

handled such a request before or in such large quantities. 

Officials were sometimes unsure how to evaluate whether workers' beliefs were "sincerely held" and what 

constituted a religious belief. 

"We are not lawyers, we are caregivers," said Emily Karls, administrator at Shorehaven, a nursing home and 

senior living community in Oconomowoc. 

John Sauer, president and CEO of LeadingAge Wisconsin, a statewide association of nursing homes and other 

long-term care providers, said he doesn't expect inspectors to second-guess someone's conclusion about 

whether particular staff members qualified for a religious exemption. 
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"The guidance to the regulators from the federal government is they're not going to interrogate staff to say, 

'Okay, I want to probe into the sincerity of your belief,'" he said. "The review is really to say, 'What process 

and criteria do you set up and are you following that process?'" 

Shorehaven set up a five-person committee to consider exemption requests, Karls said. 

Ultimately, four employees left as a result of the mandate, and a little over 30, out of about 220, were granted 

exemptions to the vaccine requirements, Karls said in an email last week. 

"Many quoted that God directs us to treat our bodies as a temple and that taking a vaccine would dishonor 

their temple," Karls wrote. "Some have notes from their minister." 

Some, she said, were concerned about the usage of cell lines from aborted fetal tissue, which while not used 

in production of the Pfizer or Moderna COVID-19 vaccines, were used to test the efficacy of the vaccines early 

on. 

Karls said that Shorehaven is "constantly battling staff shortages," and while the four who left did not 

"dramatically" worsen staffing levels, it "had an impact." 

Mandate exacerbates staff shortages at some facilities 

The mandate is only one reason — on top of burnout, relatively low pay and other factors — behind ongoing 

staffing shortages at nursing homes, said Abrams, the Wisconsin Health Care Association president. 

But for some facilities, the impact is significant. 

At Glenhaven, a 44-bed nursing home about 50 miles outside Eau Claire in northwestern Wisconsin, all of the 

four or five exemption requests received were denied for not stating a sincerely held religious belief, said 

Sherry Goodman, the administrator. 

She said it would have been a lot easier to "rubber stamp" the requests. But some of the exemption requests 

were identical and looked like they had been copied and pasted from the Internet, she said. 

"That's not a sincerely held belief if you downloaded it from the Internet," she said. 

Glenhaven, which also mandated the vaccine for employees in its assisted living facilities, could lose as many 

as 10 of its nearly 60 employees as a result of the mandate, Goodman said. 

The nursing home was already struggling with staffing shortages. With two of its four units closed, it is only 

admitting up to 22 patients, or half of its capacity, Goodman said. The nursing home is relying on a temporary 



staffing agency to fill several nurse and nursing aide positions. She's asking other employees to pitch in where 

needed. 

"What we have been doing is — I hate to say it — working the hell out of everyone else," Goodman said. "I've 

worked as a cook in the kitchen to fill the voids, and that's what I'm asking everyone to do." 

Even Glenhaven's board members' families are filling in, she said. 

"One of the board members' wives, who used to be an LPN, she took the emergency (certified nursing 

assistant) class to help us out," she said. 

Goodman said she would wait to lay off unvaccinated employees until late March, when enforcement of the 

mandate steps up. 

Though the deadline to get vaccinated was Monday, facilities that have at least 90% of their staff fully 

vaccinated or exempted have until March 28 to get up to 100% as long as they have a plan for coming into full 

compliance with the federal rule. 

 


