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1 The New York State Department of Health staff was supported by analysis provided by McKinsey & Company.   

2 Introduction and Early Spread of SARS-CoV-2  in New York City, Gonzalez-Reiche, et. Al. Pre-print 
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.04.08.20056929 (Finding majority of 87 samples taken from Mount Sinai Hospital in 
March from diverse origins within New York City were genotypes to European variants of SARS-CoV-2.

Executive Summary

ADD HERE

Background1

Nations all across the globe have been significantly impacted by COVID-19. The 

situation rapidly and dramatically altered everyday life—requiring social distancing, closing of 

schools and businesses, and restricting access to hospitals and other congregate facilities.

New York State was one of the earliest states affected by COVID-19, in large part, from 

inbound travel from Europe.2  On March 1, 2020, NYS identified its first case of COVID-19 in 

an international traveler.  On March 3, 2020, the first COVID-19 case with no travel-related risk 

factors was identified in Westchester, NY; contact tracing revealed additional ill contacts. 

Congregate settings, like nursing home, are particularly susceptible to infectious diseases 

like COVID-19 and many states in the nation had to grapple with this difficult situation. The first 

known positive COVID-19 nursing home resident was in Washington State, in Kirkland, who 

was transferred to a hospital on February 24, 2020 and later tested positive. In New York, the 

first exposure of the virus to nursing home residents followed on March 7, 2020, with the first 

known transmission of COVID-19 to a nursing home resident occurring on March 11, 2020, 

after a staff member first tested positive for COVID-19.

The New York State Department of Health (NYSDOH) undertook took aggressive steps 

to prepare healthcare facilities for COVID-19 in order to prevent control the spread of COVID-

19 in nursing homes.  Prior to, and early in the outbreak, NYS issued orders, directives and 

guidance to nursing homes on a variety of topics, including, but not limited to, anticipating 
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personal protective equipment shortages (February 2, 2020), infection control in healthcare 

facilities (February 26, 2020) (give an example), specific nursing home infection control and 

health & safety guidance (give an example) (March 6, 2020, March 11, 2020, & March 13, 

2020), and discharge and admissions guidance (March 25, 2020).  In addition, on March 7, 2020, 

Governor Cuomo banned visitors from nursing homes in New Rochelle, NY, and visitors were 

banned statewide on March 13, 2020—a dramatic step to protect residents. Enhanced infection 

prevention measures were directed to be implemented such as symptom and temperature checks 

for staff, facemasks for staff, and cancellation of congregate activities (March 13, 2020). 

NYSDOH surveyors and epidemiologists conducted thousands of calls, video assessments, and 

in-person assessments to support nursing homes and assess deficiencies.  

But, like in all 50 states, there were COVID-positive cases in 

nursing homes in New York State.  Below is an analysis of possible 

factors to determine whether they were the cause of increasing the 

infection rate or mortality rate in nursing homes.

We analyzed:

I. New York State’s rate of mortality in nursing homes 

compared to the rate of mortality in other states.

II. The geographic location of the nursing home facility and 

community spread in that geographic location.

III. Staff illness infection rate in the community of the nursing 

home’s location as a possible cause of exposure.
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IV. Transmission from residents with COVID-19 who were 

admitted or readmitted to the nursing homes.

V. Nursing home quality of care contributing to COVID-19 

resident exposures.

VI. The age of the nursing home residents as a factor for 

mortality.
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INSERT B Analysis of COVID-19 Nursing Home Fatalities

Analysis of the New York State Nursing Home Rate of I.
Mortality vs. Other State’s Nursing Home Rate of Mortality

Through June 10, 2020, New York State is one of the lowest 

rates of nursing home fatalities among states with at least 

1000 confirmed statewide fatalities.  As of May 24, 2020, 

38% of COVID-19 fatalities in New York State were among 

nursing home residents.  In a rank ordering of COVID-19 

related nursing home deaths in states with more than 1000 

confirmed statewide fatalities, New York State placed 21 out 

of 23 states, meaning that New York State had fewer nursing 

home deaths than all but 2 of the states analyzed.  See chart 

below.

(CHART)

An examination by the New York Times found that New York 

State ranked 35th in the nation – meaning 34 states had 

greater number of fatalities (even with some states being 

ranked only for confirmed fatalities and some being ranked 

for confirmed and presumed fatalities) FN5

(CHART)
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The Geographic Location of the Nursing Home Facility and II.
Community Spread in that Location.

Within New York State there has been significant geographic 

variation in overall positive tests within the community 

(Figure 1) and nursing home cases and fatalities.  Regions 

most highly affected be COVID-19 also had the highest 

nursing home fatality rates.  There is a correlation between 

the overall community spread in a geographic location and 

the number of nursing home cases in that geographic 

location.  We explore these issues below. 

(Figure 1)

Staff Illness Contributing to Nursing Home Infection III.
Exposures

New York State had its first case of coronavirus on March 1, 

2020.  The date of the first known suspected or confirmed 

employee illness in nursing homes was March 16, 2020.  

This is approximately three weeks before the peak of nursing 

home residents’ deaths, about April 1, 2020.  This was also 

before the March 25th CDC provision and state alignment 

concerning non-discrimination against a COVID-positive 

resident.  In March there was a general acceptance by the 

national healthcare professionals that asymptomatic people 
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were not likely to spread the infection.  Therefore, 

asymptomatic nursing home employees may not have been 

detected.  In early March the nation’s testing capacity was 

still being developed and was not widely available for 

nursing home employees.  

The peak of nursing home fatalities was at the beginning of 

April.  Given the incubation period for COVID-19 as a 

median time of 4-5 days from exposure to symptoms onset, 

and can extend to 14 days, it is likely that employees infected 

in mid-March could have appeared in the nursing home for 

work, transmitted the virus which then manifested in the 

residents approximately 7-14 days later.  It should be noted 

that once national testing capacity increased the CDC on May 

3, 2020 changed its guidance to require people such as 

nursing home employees to utilize a test-based strategy and a 

10-day isolation period before employees could return to 

work in a nursing home.  Prior to May 3rd CDC was 

recommending that a positive but asymptomatic healthcare 

worker could return to work immediately with precautions 

such as a mask.

As figure 5 illustrates, nursing home fatalities were 

increasing in mid-March.  New York State banned family 
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and friends’ visitation on March 13, 2020.  Given this timing, 

and given the COVID incubation period, it is possible that 

visitation by family and friends up to March 13th was a 

contributing factor.  The only other possible factor to explain 

the mid-March increase was employee transmission.  There 

is no data on the infection rate of family and friends.  

However, data does show that beginning mid-March the 

number of nursing homes with staff testing positive for 

COVID-19 more than doubled from 106-257.  All of this 

activity well pre-dated the March 25th readmission policy for 

COVID-positive residents (see point 5.)

Transmission from Residents with COVID-19 Who Were IV.
Admitted or Readmitted to the Nursing Homes

One of the factors that has been suggested to contribute to 

nursing home fatalities is the admission or readmission of 

COVID-positive residents.

Initially, there is no data to suggest that New York nursing 

home fatalities were disproportionate to any other state’s 

nursing home fatalities.  In fact, data shows the opposite to 

be true as New York was 35th by percentage in the number 

of nursing home deaths. (see Factor 1.)
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Second, New York State followed CDC guidance which 

stated that a nursing home should not DISCRIMINATE 

against a COVID-positive person.  However, neither CDC 

guidance nor the state directive mandated that a nursing 

home accept a COVID-positive person.  In fact, the opposite 

is true.  By state law a nursing home could not accept a 

COVID-positive person unless the nursing home could 

provide “proper isolation and protective procedures.”  

Therefore, a nursing home could not accept a COVID-

positive person unless they could isolate that person in a way 

that did not affect the other residents.  The State Department 

of Health and Attorney General’s office are doing an 

investigation to determine, among other things if nursing 

homes violated this law.  

Statewide nursing home admission and readmission data 

from March 1 through May 8, 2020 show that 9,690 residents 

with confirmed or presumed COVID-19 were admitted or re-

admitted from a hospital to a total of 371 unique nursing 

homes.  This is one total nursing home population of 

600,000.  The data does not demonstrate a subsequent intra-

facility transmission or increased mortality.  For example, as 

Figure 4 illustrates, many nursing homes that did not admit 

any COVID-positive patients still had a high number of 
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COVID related deaths.  In fact, 57 nursing homes that had 0 

readmissions, had significant COVID-19 fatalities.

Following the timeline, data invalidates a cause and effect 

between a March 25th timeline and rate of mortality.  

Nursing home resident fatalities peaked on April 7, 2020.  

The peak of nursing home admissions or readmissions was 

not until April 14, 2020.  

As the nursing home death peak occurred 7 days before the 

peak of readmissions of COVID-positive residents, it 

suggests no causation.  Also a directive issued March 25th is 

highly unlikely, given the incubation period, to cause death 

by April 7, 2020.

Further, admissions and readmissions of residents with 

COVID-19 were still increasing when the number of nursing 

home deaths was already declining.  If the March 25, 2020 

guidance was a major causative factor in nursing home 

deaths, the peak in deaths should have occurred after the peak 

in admissions, not before.

The data suggests that people readmitted to nursing homes 

were most likely not contagious.  Per CDC data, COVID-

positive individuals are likely not capable of transmitting the 
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virus after 9 days from the onset of the illness. The CDC 

stated “the statistically estimated likelihood of recovering 

replication competent virus approaches 0 by 10 days.”  This 

comports with the CDC policies related to return to work and 

removal from isolation precautions after a positive COVID 

test.  Viral shedding after this date, it is widely noted, is 

unlikely to transmit the virus.  Length of stay data showed 

that for nursing home admissions and readmissions average 

length of stay for hospital visits were about 8-10 days.  This 

is beyond the period of viral transmission. According to the 

CDC people are most infectious in the pre-symptomatic stage 

or 1-4 days after symptom onset.  Therefore, patients 

admitted or readmitted to nursing homes were likely not 

infectious.  

An additional complication is that health experts will opine 

that keeping a senior citizen in a hospital bed for multiple 

days longer than necessary poses a serious risk to the patient 

of being subject to a secondary infection such as sepsis or 

staph infection.  What policy would justify posing a high risk 

to the patient.

Nursing Home Quality Contributing to COVID-19 Resident V.
Exposure
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We analyzed whether nursing homes that had a prior 

performance record of lower quality over the past several 

years had a higher death rate than nursing homes with a 

record of higher quality performance.  In fact, the data shows 

the opposite is true.  Using the Quality rating system 

developed by CMS, 5-Star Quality Rating System, nursing 

homes with higher CMS quality ratings were found to have 

higher mortality rates than those with lower quality ratings.

(See CHART)

From the data, the apparent explanation for this phenomenon 

is that the location of the nursing home facility had a greater 

causal connection than the performance of the nursing home 

facility.

Data shows the predominance of nursing home deaths were 

in downstate New York and unrelated to the performance of 

the particular nursing home.  This supports the theory that 

community spread among employees or possibly visitation 

by family and friends were relevant factors rather than 

readmissions or facility quality.

Age of the Nursing Home Resident as a Factor for MortalityVI.
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Another factor was reviewed on impact of mortality – age of 

the resident.  As data show, older individuals are more 

susceptible to death from COVID-19 infection.  The analysis 

between resident age and mortality suggests a relationship 

between a higher median resident age and an increase in the 

mortality rate.  This is more pronounced in geographic areas 

where there were more nursing homes deaths.  Downstate 

New York, which had a higher mortality rate, demonstrates 

this point.  Upstate New York, with few nursing home 

residents, has less of a causal connection.

CONCLUSION

Several factors are clear from our analysis and research. 

Older people are more susceptible to the risk of mortality by 

COVID-19 in congregate settings pose a risk. 

New York State has a lower percentage of deaths in nursing 

homes than most states, ranking 35th in comparison to other 

states. 

Data shows a greater risk for older residents. 

Data shows nursing home quality is not a factor in mortality 

from COVID.

Data shows community spread is the greatest causal factor.




