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Department of Health Updates COVID-19 Screening, Testing and 
Visitation Guidance in Skilled Nursing Facilities 

 

Harrisburg, PA – Secretary of Health Dr. Rachel Levine today released updated skilled nursing 
facility guidance that includes recommendations on COVID-19 routine (or, “screening”) testing 
strategies for facilities not experiencing an outbreak, Compassionate Caregivers, access to 
facilities for resident advocates and a revised reopening timeline after a mitigated outbreak. 

“We continue to practice a careful, measured approach in nursing homes so all staff and 
residents can safely welcome Compassionate Caregivers, in addition to visitors, and return to a 
more normal routine,” Secretary of Health Dr. Levine said. “Our updates on testing and 
compassionate caregiving follow the recommendations from the Centers for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services. We developed this guidance through collective input from stakeholders, 
interagency partners, industry leaders and facility representatives to allow safe caregiving, in 
addition to visitations with strong public health measures to balance the mental and physical 
well-being of Pennsylvania’s most vulnerable residents.” 

The number of COVID-19 cases in the community surrounding a skilled nursing facility has a 
direct impact on the risk of COVID-19 introduction into a facility. Immediate testing of residents 
and staff experiencing COVID-19 symptoms is strongly recommended. The Centers for Medicare 
and Medicaid Services and the department recommend facilities that are not experiencing an 
outbreak continue testing asymptomatic staff and some residents. These new testing 
recommendations are: 

• In a county with low COVID-19 activity, defined as less than 5 percent positivity 
rate within seven days according to federal data: 

o Routine testing of asymptomatic residents is not recommended. 
o Routine testing of asymptomatic staff is recommended every four weeks. 
• In a county with moderate COVID-19 activity, defined as a seven day percent 

positivity between 5 and 10 percent according to federal data: 
o Routine testing of asymptomatic residents is encouraged of all residents with 

outside contact in the last 14 days, if they have not otherwise been tested during 
that period. 

https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/disease/coronavirus/Pages/Guidance/SNF-Guidance.aspx
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/disease/coronavirus/Pages/Guidance/SNF-Guidance.aspx
https://data.cms.gov/stories/s/COVID-19-Nursing-Home-Data/bkwz-xpvg
https://data.cms.gov/stories/s/COVID-19-Nursing-Home-Data/bkwz-xpvg


o Routine testing of asymptomatic staff is recommended once a week. 
• In a county with substantial COVID-19 activity, defined as a percent positivity 

greater than 10 percent according to federal data: 
o Weekly testing is recommended of all asymptomatic residents with outside 

contact in the last 14-days, if they have not been otherwise tested during the 
period. 

o Routine testing of all asymptomatic staff twice a week. 

Facilities experiencing an outbreak should immediately begin universal testing, ideally of all 
staff and residents. 

Skilled nursing facilities that are not operating under restrictions due to an outbreak should 
follow specific guidance regarding visitors. This includes restricting all visitors, except for those 
identified by the department. Those identified as permitted to access include clinicians; home 
health and dialysis services; Adult Protective Services investigators; the Long-Term Care 
Ombudsman; visitors during end of life situations; licensed providers within the facility, 
Department of Health and local public health officials; and law enforcement. 

Compassionate Caregiving is allowed in limited situations per CMS’ FAQs on Nursing Home 
Visitation. The department recognizes the connection between mental and emotional health 
and physical health, and that the effects of prolonged isolation may have significant impacts on 
one’s physical health. In such instances, facilities are expected to work with the resident, family 
and staff to identify Compassionate Caregivers and provide the resident with access to care 
needed to improve their health status. Compassionate Caregivers are a family member, friend, 
volunteer, or other individual identified by a resident, the resident’s family or facility staff to 
provide the resident with compassionate care. 

Compassionate Caregivers must follow a number of requirements, as outlined in the guidance, 
including proof of a negative COVID-19 test within the prior seven days, screening and universal 
masking. 

The guidance also provides an update for facilities regarding when they may allow for safe 
visitation following an outbreak. These provide updated information on and clarify the previous 
reopening guidance for facilities. 

In order to cautiously lift restrictions in skilled nursing facilities, the department will continue to 
require all LTCFs to meet several prerequisites before proceeding into the official three-step 
process of reopening. First, the facility must develop an implementation plan and post that plan 
to the facility’s website, if the facility has a website, that should include at a minimum, the 
following components: 

•         A comprehensive testing plan that includes information on when universal testing 
was completed, and the capacity and procedures to perform additional testing. 

https://data.cms.gov/stories/s/COVID-19-Nursing-Home-Data/bkwz-xpvg
https://www.cms.gov/files/document/covid-visitation-nursing-home-residents.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/files/document/covid-visitation-nursing-home-residents.pdf
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/disease/coronavirus/Pages/Guidance/SNF-Guidance.aspx
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/disease/coronavirus/Pages/Guidance/SNF-Guidance.aspx


•         A plan for cohorting or isolating residents diagnosed with COVID-19 in accordance 
with PA-HAN 509; 

•         Written screening protocols for all staff during each shift, each resident daily, and all 
persons entering the facility; 

•         A plan to ensure adequate staffing and supply of personal protective equipment for 
all staff; 

•         A plan to allow for communal dining and activities to resume; and 

•         A plan to allow for visitation. 

Once a facility meets the required prerequisites, the facility will enter a three-step process of 
reopening as outlined below: 

Step One: From the date the facility enters step one, a facility must maintain no new COVID-19 
outbreaks among staff or residents for 14 consecutive days in order to enter step two. 

Step Two: While in step two, facilities are required to maintain no new outbreaks of COVID-19 
among staff or residents for 14 consecutive days to progress into the final step. 

Step three: The final step allows nursing homes to operate as outlined for the remainder of 
the Governor’s COVID-19 Disaster Declaration as long as there are no new COVID-19 outbreaks 
among staff and residents for 14 consecutive days. 

If a new COVID-19 case is known, facilities will cease implementing their reopening plan and 
wait until they have no new COVID-19 cases for 14 consecutive days before re-entering step 
two. 

Each step of the plan includes specific criteria for conducting dining, activities, non-essential 
personnel, volunteers, visitors and outings. 

Visitations are allowed in steps two and three as long as the facility determines a resident is 
able to safely see visitors and will prioritize those with diseases causing progressive cognitive 
decline and residents expressing feelings of loneliness, if they do not qualify for Compassionate 
Caregiving. A facility must designate visitation hours, locations (preferably outside or a pass-
through not typically occupied or frequented by residents), and screenings to permit a visitor 
into the building. During the entirety of the visit, social distancing and infection control 
protocols must be followed along with enforcing the proper hand hygiene with alcohol-based 
hand sanitizer and universal masking. Facility staff will monitor visits to ensure all safety 
guidelines are met and enforced. After each visit concludes, staff will need to sign out the 
visitor and properly disinfect the designated visitation location. 

https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/Documents/HAN/2020-PAHAN-509-UPDATE-Testing%20LTCF.pdf
https://www.governor.pa.gov/newsroom/gov-wolf-signs-covid-19-disaster-declaration-to-provide-increased-support-for-state-response/


Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Wolf Administration has taken a three-pillar 
approach to protecting the residents living in LTCFs by: 

• Ensuring resident safety through testing, education and resources; 
• Preventing and mitigating outbreaks; and 
• Working in partnership with state agencies, local health departments and LTCF 

operators. 

The department, along with additional state agencies, has provided long-term care facilities 
with the resources and expertise in order to prevent or control existing outbreaks. These 
include: 

•       Through the Department of Human Services (DHS), established the Regional Response 
Health Collaboration Program (RRHCP) to directly support COVID-19 continued readiness and 
response planning in long-term residential care facilities, improve quality of care related to 
infection prevention, expand COVID-19 testing to include asymptomatic staff and residents in 
facilities, and facilitate continuity of care and services provided by long-term care facilities in an 
attempt to mitigate the risk of spread of COVID-19 to staff or residents. This effort is a 
collaboration between DHS, the department, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and 
the Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency. 

•       PEMA coordinates closely with the Department of Health as they evaluate various 
types of support that may be needed at facilities across the commonwealth.  Once specific 
needs are identified, PEMA works with agencies, such as the Pennsylvania National Guard, to 
provide the support needed as quickly as possible. 

•       Staff from the quality assurance team, who conduct onsite visits to facilities and 
investigate complaints and concerns related to the safety of residents; 

•       The healthcare associated infection (HAI) team has provided direct consultation with 
facilities experiencing outbreaks. This team has worked with 100 percent of the healthcare 
facilities experiencing outbreaks across the state; 

•       Create rapid response strike teams using the state’s staffing contract with nurses to 
staff the facilities in need; 

•       ECRI, the infection control contractor working with the state, has provided additional 
technical assistance and support to more than 130 facilities; 

•       The Patient Safety Authority, an independent state agency, has used their knowledge 
to assist at least 90 facilities as well; 

•       Quality Insights, the Quality Innovation Network-Quality Improvement Organization 
(QIN-QIO) for Pennsylvania, is working with close to 100 facilities on infection control; 

https://www.health.pa.gov/Pages/PageNotFoundError.aspx?requestUrl=https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/Documents/Diseases%20and%20Conditions/Overview%20of%20Long-Term%20Care%20Strategy.pdf
https://www.health.pa.gov/Pages/PageNotFoundError.aspx?requestUrl=https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/Documents/Diseases%20and%20Conditions/Overview%20of%20Long-Term%20Care%20Strategy.pdf


•       The state’s healthcare coalitions, which exist in each region of the state, and regional 
coalition emergency managers, have worked to directly assess facilities and deliver PPE; 

•       Medical reserve corps and the Department of Human Services have also provided 
virtual mental health services to facilities; 

•       General Health Resources, a contractor working with the state to assist close to 60 
long-term care facilities; 

•       CDC teams provided on-site assistance for at least 13 long-term care facilities using 
their infection prevention and control expertise and training of HHS teams; and 

•       HHS teams provided on-site assistance for at least 22 long-term care facilities using 
their infection prevention and control expertise and training of GHR teams. 

•       Operational assistance and guidance from the quality assurance team, healthcare 
acquired infection (HAI) team, ECRI, the Patient Safety Authority and the Pennsylvania National 
Guard; 

•       Sharing information through bulletin boards, nursing home associations, and our 
normal channels of communication such as Health Alert Network messages; 

•       Prioritizing nursing homes and long-term care facilities to receive PPE, and for testing 
among symptomatic individuals. 

The Wolf Administration stresses the role Pennsylvanians play in helping to reduce the 
spread of COVID-19: 

• Wash your hands with soap and water for at least 20 seconds or use hand sanitizer if 
soap and water are not available. 

• Cover any coughs or sneezes with your elbow, not your hands. 
• Clean surfaces frequently. 
• Stay home to avoid spreading COVID-19, especially if you are unwell. 
• If you must go out for a life-sustaining reason, please wear a mask. 

Updated Coronavirus Links: Press Releases, State Lab Photos, Graphics 

• Daily COVID-19 Report 
• Press releases regarding coronavirus 
• Latest information on the coronavirus 
• Photos of the state’s lab in Exton (for download and use) 
• Coronavirus and preparedness graphics (located at the bottom of the page) 
• Community preparedness and procedures materials 
• Map with the number of COVID-19 cases 

https://www.media.pa.gov/Pages/Health-Details.aspx?newsid=763
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/prep/PA-HAN/Pages/2020-HAN.aspx
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/disease/coronavirus/Pages/Coronavirus.aspx
https://www.media.pa.gov/Pages/Health.aspx
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/disease/coronavirus/Pages/Coronavirus.aspx
https://www.flickr.com/photos/governortomwolf/sets/72157713388961802/
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/disease/coronavirus/Pages/Social-Media.aspx
https://www.pacast.com/m?p=17885
https://www.google.com/maps/d/embed?mid=1lpLPPrltIuVkwFtXhoWdWEA4B1DvNmne&ll=41.03302245465488%2C-77.80500120579285&z=8


All Pennsylvania residents are encouraged to sign up for AlertPA, a text notification system for 
health, weather, and other important alerts like COVID-19 updates from commonwealth 
agencies. Residents can sign up online at www.ready.pa.gov/BeInformed/Signup-For-Alerts. 

MEDIA CONTACT:    Nate Wardle, 717-787-1783 or ra-dhpressoffice@pa.gov 
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