
Care Rationing and Disability Rights 
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Resources 

At this time, Massachusetts has enough hospital bed capacity to handle the number of COVID-19 patients 
requiring care. If there is a surge in cases that overwhelms the healthcare system (that is, if the demand for care 
resources is larger than the supply), then hospitals may have to put into place care rationing policies, called Crisis 
Standards of Care. Crisis Standards of Care are used to determine which patients will receive certain kinds of 
treatment and which patients will not. 

TOPIC INFORMATION AND RESOURCES 

Massachusetts Crisis Standards of Care 

The Massachusetts Department of Public Health (DPH) issued 
Crisis Standards of Care Planning Guidance, revised October 
20, 2020. Hospitals can use this Planning Guidance or they can 
create their own crisis standards. 

Medical Rationing 
Center for Public Representation’s website includes extensive 
information about COVID-19 Medical Rationing and provides 
links to other resources, including some media coverage. 

FAQs 
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How is  treatment under  Crisis Standards  of  Care  different from  treatment that I can typically expect when I  go  
to the  hospital?   

Crisis  Standards of  Care are only  used when  a  hospital’s treatment capacity is  overwhelmed by the numbers of  
patients requiring intensive treatment.  While the state  continues to  report new cases, hospitals  in 
Massachusetts  are  still  able  to  provide treatment to all  patients who  need it.   

If  you would like more  information about Crisis  Standards of Care, here are several  links to websites and media  
coverage that discuss why  Crisis  Standards of Care  are necessary  to prepare  and under what circumstances  
they would be used:   

•  Massachusetts Health and  Human Services:  Video  of the Secretary of Health and  Human  Services  
discussing  crisis standards  of care  

•  National Academies  of Sciences,  Engineering, and Medicine:  Doing the  ‘Greatest  Good for the  
Greatest  Number of People’   

•  Boston Globe:  “State  revises guidelines for who gets  ventilators in crisis,  following  complaints about 
equity”  

•  Washington Post:  “Who gets a shot at life if hospitals  run short of  ventilators?”  

How will I know  if the  hospital I go to  for  COVID-19 t reatment has  activated Crisis Standards of  Care?  

The latest models  show that hospitals are  expected to  have  enough capacity to treat all the patients that need  
treatment.  In April when COVID-19 cases were  surging, DPH issued an order requiring hospitals to notify DPH if  
crisis  standards of care were activated.   On June 19, 2020,  DPH rescinded this order  because the health care 
system is able to manage the  number  of  new COVID-19 cases.  

The  Department of  Public Health  maintains a  COVID-19 information page  with updates  on the  state’s response  
to the crisis  and hospital capacity.  If you  have a choice  of which hospital to go to, check  the hospital’s website  
or the  Department of Public Health’s  website  to  see which hospitals  have activated Crisis Standards  of Care.  If  
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https://www.mass.gov/info-details/covid-19-hospital-capacity-and-surge-response
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/covid-19-hospital-capacity-and-surge-response#crisis-standards-of-care-planning-guidance-for-the-covid-19-pandemic-
https://www.centerforpublicrep.org/news/cpr-and-coalition-continue-advocacy-on-massachusetts-crisis-standards-of-care/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G5ldbbp7LVk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G5ldbbp7LVk
https://www.nationalacademies.org/news/2020/04/doing-the-greatest-good-for-the-greatest-number-of-people
https://www.nationalacademies.org/news/2020/04/doing-the-greatest-good-for-the-greatest-number-of-people
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2020/04/20/nation/state-revises-guidelines-who-gets-ventilators-crisis-following-complaints-about-equity/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2020/04/20/nation/state-revises-guidelines-who-gets-ventilators-crisis-following-complaints-about-equity/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/04/07/ventilators-rationing-coronavirus-hospitals/
https://www.mass.gov/doc/recission-of-csc-order-6-19-2020/download
https://www.mass.gov/resource/information-on-the-outbreak-of-coronavirus-disease-2019-covid-19
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/covid-19-hospital-capacity-and-surge-response
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a hospital has adopted the state’s Crisis Standards of Care Guidance, you will be notified if a decision affecting 
you or your loved one has been made under the Crisis Standards of Care. 

If the hospital I go to has not activated Crisis Standards of Care, will I have full access to all treatments? 

Even if a hospital has enough available beds and ventilators to treat COVID-19 patients, it is still possible that 
the hospital could be short on certain medications or treatments. As drugs are newly developed or found to be 
effective in the treatment of COVID-19, there may be initial shortages before production can be increased. 

How can I get tested for coronavirus? 

Massachusetts’ Stop the Spread initiative offers free COVID-19 testing in communities with high infection 
rates. Testing is available to all residents of Massachusetts at these locations whether or not they have 
symptoms. Check the Stop the Spread website for information about which communities are included in the 
initiative and the location of testing sites. Resources about the importance of COVID-19 testing and how to get 
tested are available in 7 languages. 

The state currently recommends that you should get tested if (1) you develop any symptoms of COVID-19, 
even if they are mild, or (2) you are a close contact of someone who has tested positive for COVID-19. 

You can find a site near you for a COVID-19 test here. 

What should I do if I, or a loved one, am discriminated against in the type of treatment given under a Crisis 
Standards of Care? 

Massachusetts is currently in Phase IV, Step 1 of re-opening. Hospital visitation guidelines permit patients to 
have one visitor at a time, or multiple visitors from the same household. Individuals accompanying someone to 
the hospital as a birth partner, a parent or guardian of a minor child, an attorney of a patient, or a companion 
for a patient with intellectual and/or physical disabilities are not considered visitors for purposes of the 
guidance on visitation, but are still subject to screening for symptoms of COVID-19. 

If you need more help or advice, the links below direct you to agencies and organizations that can help you file 
a complaint. 

• Massachusetts Attorney General’s Civil Rights Division 
• Disability Law Center 
• Office of Civil Rights, Department of Health and Human Services 

Can I have someone  with me in the  hospital to  help me if rationing decisions are being made  using Crisis 
Standards  of Care?  

Massachusetts is currently in  Phase IV,  Step 1 of  re-opening, and patients are permitted one  visitor at a time  
who must  be screened for  COVID-19  symptoms, wear  a facemask at all times, and perform hand  
hygiene.   Hospitals are also  permitted to allow outdoor visitations in  designated  spaces where infection  
control protocols are  followed.   Under the  Hospital Visitation Guidance,  individuals accompanying  someone to  
the  hospital as a birth partner, a parent or guardian of  a minor child, an attorney  of a patient, or a companion  
for a patient with intellectual and/or  physical disabilities are not considered  visitors for  purposes of the  
guidance on visitation, but are  still subject to screening for symptoms of COVID-19.  

If Massachusetts moves back  to Phase 1,  hospitals may  again  return  to  no-visitor policies.  If you  are a person  
with a disability and  you require the assistance  of a caretaker or supporter  because of your  disability, the  
hospital  should accommodate your need  for a visitor,  regardless of the hospital’s  official  visitor  policy.  The  
Attorney General  has released g uidance  directing hospitals to consider  requests  for  exceptions to the no-
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https://www.mass.gov/info-details/stop-the-spread
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/stop-the-spread
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/about-covid-19-testing#additional-resources-
https://www.mass.gov/covid-19-testing
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/find-a-covid-19-test
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/reopening-massachusetts
https://www.mass.gov/doc/hospital-visitor-restrictions-guidance/download
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/public-accommodation-civil-rights-protections
https://www.dlc-ma.org/
https://www.hhs.gov/civil-rights/filing-a-complaint/index.html
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/reopening-massachusetts
https://www.mass.gov/doc/hospital-visitor-restrictions-guidance/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/covid-19-disability-rights-guidance/download
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visitor policies where the exception is necessary for the provision of equal care to persons with disabilities and 
“where the additional risk does not create an undue burden” to the hospital. 

Information about your rights to access your communication supports while receiving COVID-19 treatment can 
be found in this COVID-19 Communications Rights Toolkit, which includes a form you can print and fill out for 
your medical provider explaining the accommodations you require. Under the state’s recommended Crisis 
Standards of Care, you, your family, or your emergency contact will be notified if a decision about your 
treatment is made using Crisis Standards of Care. If no visitors are allowed, the hospital will attempt to contact 
your family or emergency contact. 
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https://communicationfirst.org/covid-19/
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