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Voices of Senior Living
STORIES OF SUCCESS DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

“This pandemic may be the
worst thing that has ever
happened to senior living.”
– John O’Connor

Editorial Director, McKnight’s Senior Living
and McKnight’s Long-Term Care

INTRODUCTION

“The onus is on us to rebuild
trust and to restore confidence
in our services and settings.
It’s going to take time.”
– Katie Smith Sloan

President and CEO, LeadingAge
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There’s no delicate way to say it: COVID-19 has had
devastating impacts on older Americans and the senior
living communities in which millions of them live.
At the height of the pandemic, cases among senior living residents and staff members made up just 5.7% of all U.S.
COVID-19 cases but accounted for 39.3% of deaths1. The pandemic has taken a toll on senior living communities, as
well. In the fourth quarter of 2020, senior housing occupancy decreased 1.3 percentage points to 80.7%, a record low,
according to the National Investment Center for Seniors Housing & Care (NIC). Specifically, assisted living occupancy fell
to 77.7%, while independent living occupancy dropped to 83.5%2.
If you lead a senior living community, you don’t need numbers to tell you what you already know. COVID-19 has been one
of the greatest challenges the industry has ever faced – and the complex dynamics continue. There is a proverbial light
at the end of the tunnel as vaccine distribution continues. But even as the U.S. experiences a drop from the peak number
of new COVID-19 cases and deaths, the senior living industry – which was facing significant strains even before the
pandemic – is now navigating even more precarious financial and operational realities.
As we all continue navigating the pandemic, we wanted to take a moment to pause and reflect on what we’ve heard from
our senior living customers across the country. In this e-book, we provide a glimpse of what they’ve told us, what we’ve
learned together and some thoughts on how to use what we’ve learned to prepare for what may lie ahead.

1
2

COVID Tracking Project, December 2020 (https://covidtrackingproject.com)
National Investment Center for Seniors Housing & Care (NIC), January 2021 (https://www.nic.org/news-press/u-s-senior-housing-occupancy-in-fourth-quarter-is-lowest-on-record/)
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OCCUPANCY AND MARKETING CHALLENGES

“We’ve lost revenue due to people not moving in.
At the same time, expenses are up … We’re currently
debating whether to raise rates. We probably will
because we need to live with lower occupancy.”

eBook | Voices of Senior Living: Stories of Success During the COVID-19 Pandemic

4

CUSTO M ER P ERSP EC TIV ES

Occupancy and Marketing Challenges
“When COVID deaths are mentioned on the news, so is long-term care.”
“I’m worried about the negative publicity that assisted living is getting versus the message that ‘hospitals are heroes.’”
“Virtually all move-ins were halted. We still have to market ourselves, just not in the conventional ways. Tours have gone
completely virtual. For a long time, we’ve had some imagery and content, but never before were our staff members FaceTiming
prospective residents and families. But that’s what we have to do.”

Moving Forward
Be transparent. Leverage technology.

It has been difficult to differentiate senior living from nursing homes in the eyes of the public, the media and regulatory agencies. But since the
public includes prospective residents and their families, perception is everything. Prospects need confidence that your community is a safe, secure
place for their loved ones. In fact, safety and socialization are the factors most likely to influence move-ins in 20213. Of course, gaining trust from
the public doesn’t always come easily. Gain an edge by demonstrating that resident health and safety are your highest priorities. Get in front of
COVID-19 news headlines by explaining how you can keep residents safe. Have technology to keep residents safer? Maintain comprehensive
infection control processes? If so, proactively communicate those strengths via email, text messages and Facebook.

Think outside the four walls.

“We need to figure out new ways to reach our audience. You are starting to see more operators create home care companies – or talk about
using technology as an offering, even outside of their community.”
It’s even more imperative today for organizations to get creative. Think more about how you can reach a new audience and become more sticky.
Efforts need to focus on raising brand awareness and trust within the community, helping to offset acquisition costs. Consider augmenting your
Independent Living, offering more than just on-site services. Provide care via Home Care Agencies that you otherwise could not offer. This will
allow you to know more about your resident population while creating a backlog for Assisted Living. Offer technology as a service. Provide
remote monitoring or emergency response options to differentiate your offerings, to both prospective residents needing a stop gap before movein or to existing residents that need a higher level of care. This not only enables new revenue streams, but also generates data to provide families
to justify the next phase of the continuum.
3

Argentum, January 2021 (https://www.argentum.org/magazine-articles/a-change-of-focus-alleviating-loneliness-becomes-a-major-concern/)
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DELIVERING HIGHER LEVELS OF CARE

“We will see more
medical care, medical
interventions and
nurse practitioners
and expect to align
ourselves more with
medical institutions.”
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Delivering Higher Levels of Care
“We’re now providing a higher level of care, which is costly.”
“Working with reduced staff is a big challenge. How do we take care of more residents with fewer staff?”
“We’ve rolled out a new system that monitors our residents’ temperature, pulse oximetry and blood pressure. It does a whole
lot more, but this is a new adventure for us.”

Moving Forward
Shift from reactive to proactive care.

Positioning assisted living exclusively around hospitality and concierge services has become increasingly difficult, as sales and marketing teams
are increasingly pressed to assure resident families their loved ones will live healthier, happier, safer lives in a community.
Even before the pandemic, the industry began shifting from a focus on hospitality to one centered on care. One in five assisted living
communities has policies allowing admission of residents who need ongoing skilled nursing services (20%). But more commonly, communities
allow residents needing assistance with incontinence (82% of communities), daily glucose level or insulin monitoring (82% of communities);
cognitive impairment (55% of communities); or assistance with transferring (33% of communities). The pandemic has only amplified this focus on
resident care.
To battle the threat of COVID-19 in their communities, wellness directors have relied on early identification and intervention. But checking vitals
on every resident every two to three hours is labor intensive – and that doesn’t even speak to the time it takes to assess data once it’s recorded.
Instead communities should invest in passive health monitoring tools that can automate resident health data collection and provide early illness
detection and enable proactive care.

3

McKnight’s Senior Living - Collaboration between assisted living operators, physicians crucial to resident care management: study
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MAINTAINING RESIDENT-FAMILY CONNECTEDNESS

“We’ve taken all the precautions, but open indoor visits are out
of the question. We actively hand out iPads for family video
calling, and we help residents set up calls. It’s no easy task, but
what if we didn’t even have that?”
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Maintaining Resident-Family Connectedness
“Dietitians, beauticians, activities, rehabilitation – they all used to come and go. We’ve gone months without residents
interacting with some of these providers. It’s our jobs to ensure we do whatever we can to get back to allowing these other
activities that are part of residents’ quality of life.”
“Right now, we’re only allowing family or visitors into the community during end-of-life situations. Otherwise, we are adopting
any way we can to keep residents in constant communication with the outside.”

Moving Forward
Positive cases, potential exposure, surrounding community risk status and
seasonal changes/time of year all play a part in limiting or discontinuing
visits. But locations are starting to open as vaccines roll out across
communities. Renewed visitations will provide a breath of fresh air for all in
long-term care. Ensure families feel safe and recognize the work you have
put into getting your community to this point. Highlight the precautions
being taken, starting at the front door.
But even as visitation returns, consider providing an extra layer of resident
tech support. Data shows that bringing in a third party or in-community IT
staff to support the residents can drive tech adoption. This is not just for
residents, but staff as well. Helping everyone adopt technology is important,
but it’s even more critical that it doesn’t disrupt the day-to-day workflow of
the care team.
With more people coming and going in your building again, don’t neglect
physical security and control the access to your building. These core
functions may need to be re-evaluated after a nine-month absence of
visitors in the building.
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PPE SOURCING AND INVENTORY MANAGEMENT

“In the beginning, we unfortunately had to have staff use masks
for multiple shifts. I’ve spent over a million dollars more than
what I typically budget for a calendar year, and it’s only been
four months of this.”
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PPE Sourcing and Inventory Management
“Our Director of Health Services has been doing nothing but managing this for 12 hours per day. They have had good
availability and done a good job sourcing.”
“Once we got supply up, our data center turned into a supply closet because it was at our headquarters and secure. Now we
have to worry about inventory levels and distribution. It’s a vicious cycle – and a costly one at that – but we know PPE works.”

Moving Forward
Infection prevention and control is impossible without the supplies you need
to keep staff and residents safe. But it’s not only masks. Communities continue
to struggle to source – and pay for and manage – gowns, goggles, shields,
gloves and COVID test kits. Findings of a study by the American Health
Care Association and the National Center for Assisted Living (AHCA/NCAL)
underscore the severity of these challenges for assisted living communities.
PPE supplies, staff hero pay, and cleaning supplies are driving up costs – with
no end in sight. Half of the communities surveyed are now operating at a loss.
Among those turning a profit, nearly three-quarters (73%) are eking out margin
of 3% or less. At the current pace of higher costs and lower revenue, 64% of
providers indicated they won’t be able to sustain operations another year4.
Before the pandemic hit, Senior Living operators had no clear ROI on PPE
and inventory management. As PPE sourcing and management is becoming
a permanent need, it is clear that a spreadsheet and basic analytical tools will
not be the answer for the long haul. Instead adopt automated technology to
ensure that par levels are met and that cost is contained inside the community
– without draining time from over-worked staff. With most operators managing
multiple communities, there’s an opportunity to leverage inventory positions
to move emergency product around while also demanding better pricing from
suppliers with accurate volumes.
4

AHCA/NCAL, October 29, 2020 (https://www.ahcancal.org/News-and-Communications/Press-Releases/Pages/Nursing-Homes-Continue-to-Face-PPE-Shortages-and-Require-Ongoing-Support-as-the-Pandemic-Lingers.aspx)
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IMPACT TO STAFF AND STAFF TURNOVER

“This occupation isn’t glorious on
a good day, but our staff do this
because they care. Staff are the main
outlet for residents, and they’ve been
asked to go above and beyond.”
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Impact to Staff and Staff Turnover
“Without staff, you don’t have a business.”
“Just when you feel like your community has done well through all of this, it takes one positive case to get you starting back
at zero.”
“The locations with staffing issues are the ones seeing a higher level of infection. Even with the ability to move staff locally
since we have numerous regional sites, it takes a toll. If you’ve been exposed, you stay home. It’s a snowball effect.”

Moving Forward
Take care of caregivers.

Your staff are the cornerstone of your community.
It’s essential for operators to track their well-being
and health. Many industry leaders anticipated an
influx of caregivers from the hospitality industry
– a source of talent that hasn’t materialized.
Translation: Finding good people is just as
challenging as it was before the pandemic. To
hire and retain an engaged workforce, commit
to employee-centric processes and consider
employee engagement campaigns to keep staff
united. Also, consider offering additional family
leave, free telehealth and length-of-employment
incentives to encourage retention.
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Onward and Upward
“If there is any glimmer of hope around the Senior Living Market and COVID-19, it’s the impact that it has made on
technological advancement. This market has shown they CAN be innovative and CAN adopt new ways of thinking
and operating. The reason this industry is resilient is because of the people that opt to make it their job, but
hopefully adopting technologies won’t be looked at as a burden, but instead an opportunity to assist them.”
Ensuring resident safety. Restoring trust and confidence.

As these senior living voices have articulated, the industry and its caregivers have been on the front lines
of the COVID-19 crisis.
How is your senior living organization working to attract and retain the staff you need to deliver high-quality
care to your residents? Technology isn’t the only answer, but it can be an important part of your approach.
Consider how you can apply technology as you continue focusing on these core challenges:
•

Restoring trust by reassuring families and residents that communities are safe from future outbreaks.

•

Improving occupancy by highlighting new technology to ensure resident safety.

•

Enhancing resident care by investing in health monitoring technology for early detection of COVID-19
and other health concerns.

•

Increasing staff retention by optimizing caregiver productivity and employee experience.

•

Focus on financial stability by driving efficiency as financial pressures remain acute.

How can we help you?
At STANLEY Healthcare, we collaborate with senior living organizations to empower caregivers. Our solutions help to keep residents safe and improve
resident care. We help to optimize safety in your community, particularly in the COVID-19 environment, enabling you to take a proactive approach to
resident health and wellness. We’re here to listen to you express your challenges and concerns – and to work with you to identify solutions not only to
address your current reality but also to build an enduring yet agile foundation for an uncertain future.
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Empowering Caregivers

About STANLEY Healthcare
Over 15,000 hospitals and senior living communities rely on STANLEY Healthcare solutions to empower caregivers. By connecting caregivers to
essential information, to each other, and to those in their care, STANLEY Healthcare is committed to enabling caregivers to deliver better care
through its portfolio of Safety and Security, Workflow and Operations, and Supply Chain Management solutions. The purpose-driven employees of
STANLEY Healthcare share a unified passion for those who make the world more caring and the company lives its mission as a proud supporter
of the Alzheimer’s Association® in its fight to end Alzheimer’s disease. STANLEY Healthcare is part of Stanley, Black & Decker, Inc. For more
information, visit stanleyhealthcare.com.
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