
Welcome to Illuminate, our next-gen, interactive educational 
platform designed to inform professionals and key decision 
makers about the most important issues facing the industry 
today by shedding light on an ever-growing body of 
knowledge. 

In the midst of the initial Covid-19 battle that killed nearly 
100,000 Americans by late spring 2020, Dr. Claire Rezba 
began documenting hundreds of healthcare worker deaths 
on her Twitter account.

Rezba scoured the Internet to identify worker deaths, including 
Facebook, hospital records, online memorials, even Go Fund 
Me pages, and then cross-referenced the information with 
online obituaries.

“At first, it started as a moment of catharsis and a way to 
manage anxiety,” Dr. Rezba told a Tampa Bay TV station. 
“It really upset me that these workers were dying and their 
sacrifices were not being recognized or honored. I felt an 
obligation.”

A NBC news report noted that even as the U.S. Covid-19 
victim list grew, the deaths of front-line health care workers 
remained largely unaccounted for. National Nurses United 
released a scathing report about the discrepancies. CNN 
reports that more than 616,000 nursing home workers and 
residents have been struck by Covid-19 and of those, more 
than 160,000 have died across nearly 23,000 facilities since 
the pandemic began. 

Dangerous work

Managing Covid inside facilities has become so perilous, that 
nursing home work was recently declared among the most 
dangerous jobs in America by organizations like U.S. News 
and Scientific American. Nursing home work now exceeds 
the death and injury rates of long-haul truckers, loggers and 
deep sea fishermen.

Last summer, the U.S. Government Accountability Office 
revealed that many nursing homes have also had problems 
with infection control practices.
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Meanwhile, the long-term industry has continued to 
be unable to access badly needed supplies of personal 
protective equipment (PPE) because of acute nationwide 
supply shortages. Many workers were forced to re-use 
disposable masks and other equipment just to get by. As one 
licensed practical nurse reportedly told a House Ways and 
Means committee hearing in June 2020, “We don’t want a 
pizza party or be called ‘heroes,’ we just need more PPE.”

According to an analysis by Kaiser Health News and The 
Guardian, about one-third of frontline healthcare worker 
deaths have involved concerns over PPE. As of late January 
2021, only 14% of U.S. nursing homes reporting having only 
a one week PPE supply, AARP’s Coronavirus Dashboard 
shows. 

Cruel ironies

As of late January 2021, fully one-third of all U.S. nursing 
homes have also reported having acute shortages of direct 
care workers. Many have understandably left the workforce 
out of fear and exhaustion or simply run out of options of 
staying in a profession they love.

Some experts believe worker shortages are partially behind 
the recent surge in new nursing home resident and staff 
cases as the rest of the country appears to be rebounding. 
As of late January 2021, the rate of Covid infections among 
nursing home staff stood at more than eight per every 100 
residents – three per 100 more than it was in November 
2020.

Compounding matters, many nursing home workers have 
held off receiving the Covid vaccine despite studies showing 
that infected staff are one of the greatest drivers of Covid-19 
outbreaks in nursing homes.

By the time fall 2020 came, no one disputed the inexorable 
toll this pandemic was taking on long-term care workers 
everywhere.

One registered nurse described to CNN the impact Covid 
death was having as she lay in bed at night, “remembering 
her elderly patients’ cries” for help, of needing family and 
loved ones and begging her to stay. Plagued with dread, 
anxiety and those memories, the young woman said she 
gained weight and was reluctant to leave her bed.

Some caregivers have been forced to watch the very seniors 
they’ve risked their own lives to protect be snuffed out by 

a growing rash of Covid-related suicides, as The New York 
Times recently reported.

Meanwhile, for workers across all of healthcare, succumbing 
to the disease is the ultimate irony.

“My mom served through this pandemic. She helped 
these people, and if my family hadn’t said anything, they 
would’ve just said she’s another number,” a young woman 
told reporters after her mother, a nurse, passed away from 
the disease in the same hospital where she cared for Covid 
patients. “My mom is the strongest human being in the 
world and that was just slowly being sucked out of her by 
this virus.”

Next in our “Life After COVID” series: A time of healing as 
LTC workforce looks toward restoration and renewal.
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