
CORONAVIRUS AND YOUR MONEY
A COVID Storm Hits Senior Living

The pandemic has created significant challenges for all types of senior
living communities. Because of that, it's more important than ever to review
a facility's financial stability and quality of life before making a move.

In late 2019 Jack and Peggy Devine, of Spring Lake, N.J., and Aiken, S.C., reserved a new
apartment at Falcons Landing Life Plan Community, a continuing care retirement community, or
CCRC, for former military officers and high-level federal employees in Sterling, Va. The CCRC
was home to Peggy’s aunt, and the couple had visited the community many times and made
friends there. Now, however, the DeVines are wrestling with whether to proceed. The pandemic
has forced the community to curtail group activities and socializing.

The closure of places where residents congregate and restrictions on interaction would diminish
the very things they love most about the senior living community: the opportunity to connect
with old friends and make new ones, to do things and go places together. “Although I realize it’s
temporary, the looming question in my mind is what is the new normal after this is all over?”
says Jack.

When their apartment is ready, probably in mid-March, the DeVines will have 90 days to execute
their contract and move in. CCRCs are essentially insurance companies. They promise you
priority access to a continuum of care for the rest of your life in exchange for an entrance fee and
monthly rent.

Depending on how long it takes for the vaccine to roll out and any other surprises COVID has in
store, Jack believes this spring could be the worst possible time to make a move from two states.
He’s also concerned the community will face strategic challenges ahead. Falcons Landing has
assured him it will try to be flexible. But “if I’m not confident we can make this a smooth move,



I’ll be biased toward saying no,” says Jack. If the DeVines decide to postpone the move for now,
they will sacrifice a small part of their deposit, lose the “primo” unit they originally chose and
return to the end of the waitlist.

Vaccination provides a light at the end of the tunnel for senior living communities (including
independent living, assisted living, memory care, skilled nursing and CCRCs), but it’s unclear
how long the tunnel is. Even after widespread vaccination, no one expects an immediate return to
normalcy. It will be some time before masking and social distancing aren’t required and family
members and other visitors can come and go freely.

All senior living communities face financial challenges now—more so if they came into the
pandemic that way. So whether you’re considering a move to a senior living community by
choice or necessity, it’s more important than ever to assure yourself of its financial viability and
the quality of life you can expect. In many communities, the pandemic has tested both.

COVID's Impact
The virus hit nursing homes and health centers within senior living communities hardest because
they care for those most vulnerable—the oldest and sickest seniors. As of late January, the
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services reported nearly 550,000 confirmed cases among
residents of nursing homes and more than 107,000 deaths since the pandemic began.

Tragically, many residents have died without family members present. Pandemic-related
government or community restrictions prohibited visitors, although CMS recommends that
nursing homes allow visits for compassionate care, including at the end of life, subject to social
distancing and other guidelines.

Many communities disclose the number of COVID cases, recoveries and deaths among residents
and staff daily and post updates about restrictions on their websites. Look for senior living
communities that make this data available. “[It’s] about transparency. Are they treating their
residents like partners during a really tough time?” says Justine Vogel, CEO and president of the
RiverWoods Group, which has three CCRC campuses in southeastern New Hampshire. Many
current residents of CCRCs appreciate that they are “in this together” as a community of friends,
adds Brad Breeding, president and founder of myLifeSite.net, a resource for CCRC shoppers.

Illness and death from COVID have been lower in CCRCs because the majority of residents live
independently and are healthier, while those who need assistance or nursing live apart with
separate staff, which makes containing the virus easier, according to a recent report by “The
Senior Care Investor” newsletter. Under normal circumstances, when you need more care than
you’re receiving currently, some communities allow private caregivers to help you in your home,
but others may require you to move to assisted living or skilled nursing. During the pandemic,
sometimes that meant one spouse moving to assisted living or skilled nursing while the other
couldn’t visit because of COVID restrictions.

In fact, socializing for everyone living at these communities has been a challenge during the
pandemic, with visits from outsiders and other community members not allowed even for healthy
residents. Isolation accelerates mental and physical decline in seniors. Some communities have



beefed up internet service and Wi-Fi capability for virtual visits with family members and
provided tablets or other devices to residents who need them, as well as instruction and technical
support. Some memory care and nursing centers have scheduled regular video calls between
residents and their families. For in-person gatherings, communities have offered “closed-window
visits” and created visitation booths, where people can see and hear each other, or using plastic
sleeves, hug through a plastic barrier.

Communities also have gotten creative by brainstorming new ways to hold activities. One
community in Florida launched virtual birthday parties, book clubs, continuing education
lectures and wellness classes, museum tours, art classes and other programming. Communities
have live-streamed religious services. The RiverWoods held socially distant outdoor events,
including happy hours with individually packaged wine and cheese and a cornhole tournament.
Other examples include hallway exercise or bingo with residents participating from their
doorways, virtual cooking classes led by the head chef, and residents walking outdoors or riding
adult tricycles. “You can have fun in a pandemic,” says Vogel.

When visitation isn’t permitted in assisted living or skilled nursing, staff members have done the
best they can to keep residents engaged with one-on-one visits and activities, says Debra
Feldman, a senior care manager in suburban Chicago.

Safety, of course, remains paramount, and all communities should be able to demonstrate that
they have a solid plan for early detection and prevention of not just current but also future
outbreaks of disease. Along with reassuring you, those plans serve as an important marketing and
sales tool, says Breeding, who is also the author of What’s the Deal With Retirement
Communities.

“Operators have responded aggressively and proactively to turn the tides,” says Beth Burnham
Mace, chief economist of the National Investment Center for Seniors Housing and Care. They’ve
implemented extensive and thorough sanitation, contagion protection, infection control, health
screenings and testing protocols. But the cost has been high, including expenses for extra
personal protective equipment, testing and well-deserved “hero” pay for staff members.

Labor costs were rising before the pandemic, given low unemployment and a shortage of skilled
workers. Communities were having difficulty attracting and retaining qualified people. COVID
made the situation worse, as staff members left or were absent due to illness, lack of child care or
fear of infecting their families. Employers filled the gaps temporarily with expensive agency
help.

For residents, the loss of familiar faces meant other hardships. “Temporary staff may take care of
the individual physically, but they have no idea about the little things that person likes. When
those niceties can’t be provided, it makes life miserable,” says Feldman.

If you’re considering one of these communities now, you’ll want a sense of what the quality of
life is like even at its worst, when residents can’t visit with one another or enjoy group activities
in quite the same way as before. Virtual tours, which many communities introduced during the
pandemic, are a good first step and should continue to be offered even after communities reopen

https://www.nic.org/


fully. “I doubt anyone would move in without ever actually seeing the community with their own
eyes, but a quality virtual tour can get you a long way through the process and answer many of
your questions,” says Breeding.

Normally, prospective residents are invited to attend community events, a great way to get a
good feel for the community and to know people. Ask if you can attend any virtual community
events, a substitute for now. Try to speak with a resident, if possible, too.

Occupancy Rates Under Pressure
Another challenge has been occupancy rates, which had slipped industry wide before the
pandemic because of overbuilding. Occupancy fell further throughout 2020 as governments and
communities imposed moratoriums on move-ins; families chose to care for loved ones at home,
at least temporarily; and prospective residents took a wait-and-see attitude.

Throughout the pandemic, CCRCs have had the highest occupancy rates across all levels of care
and the smallest year-over-year drops in occupancy compared with other types of senior living.
Unlike the Great Recession, the pandemic economy hasn’t been a barrier to prospective
residents, who have had no difficulty selling their homes or cashing out their equity and paying
an entrance fee. Chances are their investment portfolios have been rising in value, too.

Lower occupancy means lost revenue, which has forced many communities to tap reserves. By
December, those reserves were starting to be tapped out, says James Balda, president and CEO
of Argentum, an association of senior living communities. A community that is part of a larger
system that can help it weather the storm is likely to be better off than a “single-shingle”
organization with no one to help save the day, says Lisa McCracken, director of senior living
research and development at Ziegler Investment Banking.

Rents have been rising about 2% to 3% annually for the past several years, according to
Burnham Mace. Given the overall economy, raising rents may not be possible now. As of late
last year, many senior living communities in the U.S. were offering rent concessions and other
incentives to attract new residents. Some incentives include assistance with moving costs,
discounts on entry or monthly fees, and deferred or waived payments, says McCracken. Once the
vaccine rolls through and occupancy is up, those incentives will diminish or disappear.

But communities may begin charging à la carte for ancillary services, including some new ones
introduced during the pandemic. Many communities, for instance, launched concierge services to
take orders for meals and groceries, get takeout delivered, and more. Now that many residents
have become accustomed to the concept, the services most likely will be expanded
post-pandemic, says Breeding.

Defaults and bankruptcies didn’t rise in 2020, says McCracken. But nursing homes hit
record-low occupancy in December, and many are poised to fail. Some nursing homes have
already closed their doors.

When a senior living community fails, generally it is sold. Every change of ownership, for any
reason, has the potential to disrupt the community. If the previous owners outsourced the



community’s operation to another company, the new owners often keep the same operating
company to increase continuity and stability, says McCracken.

Waiting lists are a good sign of a stable CCRC, as is a large share of units that have presold in a
new community. If you’ve chosen a CCRC but are considering whether to delay moving in, ask
how long the waitlist is and if you can go back to the end of the line in case you’re not ready
when a unit becomes available. If you delay, keep in mind that a change in your health status
could prevent your entry into independent living.

Assessing a Facility's Financial Health
When researching a community, always express interest in learning more about its financial
well-being. Ask for any information that will help give you confidence that it is well-managed
financially today and has planned to meet its longer-term obligations, says Breeding. It’s a good
sign if staff members are open to and well-prepared for the discussion.

The higher a community’s occupancy, the greater its revenue, so start there. Historically
speaking, occupancy of at least 90% is ideal, says McCracken. Ask for the current occupancy
rate and several years of historical averages to determine the pre-pandemic trend. Also, what is
the community or organization doing to enhance and market itself?

In a CCRC, 95% occupancy is considered full; some units will always be empty for
refurbishment. Plus, you don’t necessarily want to see full occupancy in a CCRC’s assisted
living facility or skilled nursing unit because the space may not be available when a resident
needs it, according to the National Continuing Care Residents Association.

If a community is for-profit and part of a publicly traded company, you can obtain an annual
report and other financial disclosures. If it’s privately owned, those disclosures probably won’t
be available, but in all cases, you can ask whether the facility is profitable and how many times
it’s been sold. Nonprofit communities must file a Form 990 annually with the IRS. Search by
community name at ProPublica’s Nonprofit Explorer, a database of tax-filing documents from
tax-exempt organizations.

Credit ratings agency Fitch Ratings says the outlook for nonprofit CCRCs in 2021 is stable. Most
CCRCs are nonprofits, and state transparency laws often require CCRCs to provide financial
information if you ask for it. Many communities post their most recent audited financial
statement on their website, but it can be difficult to interpret. Ask a trusted financial adviser to
review the contract and financial disclosures with you.

Breeding says you really want to know if projected monthly fees will cover operating expenses
with a reasonable rate of inflation. Will pricing and reserves cover future obligations to
residents? Any level of debt the community carries should be reasonable relative to total assets.
To learn about the financial ratios that answer those questions, download the “Guide to
Evaluating the Financial Viability of a CCRC." Visit mylifesite.net for useful tools and CCRC
information.

https://www.naccra.com/
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits
https://info.mylifesite.net/consumer-guide-to-evaluating-ccrc-finances
https://info.mylifesite.net/consumer-guide-to-evaluating-ccrc-finances


Another resource, the “Consumer Guide,” published by the National Continuing Care Residents
Association, includes information about determining a CCRC’s long-term financial strength. You
can join NaCCRA for $25 and get access to the guide, as well as member forums, where current
and prospective residents share information and advice.
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