
A parallel initiative, led by the UR Center 
for Community Health and Prevention 
(CCHP) and in partnership with the UR 
CTSI, was initiated to improve commu-
nication flow among government, pro-
viders and health care systems, and the 
broader community. The UR CTSI coordi-
nated regularly scheduled (initially dai-
ly) COVID-19 communications among 
the University of Rochester Medical Cen-
ter, the Monroe County Department of 
Health, the Monroe County Medical So-
ciety, and the Rochester Regional Health 
System.  

This initiative increased information 
sharing and led to greater community 
awareness of each entity in addressing 
the COVID-19 pandemic in our commu-
nity. It also allowed the Department of 
Public Health to hear and answer phy-
sician concerns, and engaged the local 
health care systems and the CCHP in dis-
seminating critical information from the 
MCDPH through social media and other 
channels. The coordinated flow of infor-
mation was especially useful to health 
care systems, nursing homes and indi-
vidual medical practices. 

In addition, the CCHP and CTSI contrib-
uted to MCDPH activities by assisting in 
the collection, analysis, and dissemina-
tion of Monroe County case, hospitaliza-
tion and death data.

The UR CTSI played a central role in 
organizing the University clinical 
research response to the COVID-19 
pandemic.  University leadership 
turned to the CTSI given its proven 
expertise in Clinical Trials, Informatics, 
Community Engagement, and Research 
Operations to lead the University’s 
COVID Research Response.  This 
function is best described as Air Traffic 
Control, organizing the institutional 
clinical research response to COVID-19 
across multiple organizational domains, assisting in tracking and allocation of 
scarce resources, and providing assistance to both COVID-19 and non-COVID-19 
researchers during this time.

“Air Traffic Control” and “Feet on the Ground”
The University of Rochester CTSI COVID-19 Response
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Abstract

The University of Rochester Clinical and Translational Science Institute (UR-CTSI) led 
the organization of the UR research response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  Never in 
the last 100 years have so many researchers been affected by and been involved 
in studying a single event that has so deeply impacted our country.  The UR-CTSI’s 
leadership at UR has been particularly critical in two areas:  Air Traffic Control within 
the institution, and Feet on the Ground, in our community.  

Air Traffic Control:  The UR-CTSI was the operational center for the re-organization 
of human subjects research to address COVID-19.  Three areas were of critical 
importance:  (1) pausing and re-opening human subjects research and clinical 
trials, (2) creating an institutional system for triaging, tracking and aligning clinical 
trials given the large number of often overlapping trial offers, and (3) creating a 
central COVID-19 data and biorepository to coordinate participation in N3C and 
the COMBATCOVID CTSA initiatives.  The UR CTSI’s years of expertise in such areas 
contributed to a smooth transition and coordination of COVID-19 research response.

Feet on the Ground:  Working with a community task force, the UR CTSI collaborated 
with government, community organizations and health care systems to build a 
COVID-19 communications and engagement infrastructure. This initiative yielded 
an integrated, community-informed communications campaign to prevent 
transmission of COVID-19 (Six Feet Saves). This infrastructure also engaged all 
health care systems in the county and a team of social media influencer physicians 
in delivering comprehensive and critical messages through social and traditional 
media platforms. These activities built trust among community members, leaders, 
public health, media outlets and the health care systems, and laid the foundation for 
recruitment to COVID-19 treatment and vaccine trials.   In addition, this community 
engagement will set the stage for the successful acceptance and distribution of 
COVID-19 vaccine in this community.

Institutional Problems to Solve

Air Traffic Control

Feet on the Ground
Community-engaged Communications Activities and COVID-19: As local gov-
ernment and health care systems responded to increases in COVID-19 cases, the 
University of Rochester CTSI identified gaps in critical communications systems at 
the community and provider level. 

Critical Community-informed Communications

Transmission 
Prevention: 

Six Feet 
Saves

Information: 
Back to the 

Doctor & How 
to Get Tested

Vaccine Re-
cruitment 
and Use: 
BRING 

ROC BACK

Community 
engagement 

studios: 
COVID-19 

Vaccine Re-
searchers

Creation 
with: 

Greater Roch-
ester region 
community 

organizations  

COVID-19 
Vaccine 

Advisory 
Committee

Bi-directional Information Flow

Figure 3 - A multi-pronged initiative was developed to improve the flow of commu-
nications among government, health care systems and community. The “Six Feet 
Saves” campaign focused on transmission prevention and was developed in part-
nership with community members representing the most vulnerable communities 
and neighborhoods. 
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Figure 1 - The COVID-19 pandemic began in Monroe County NY (population 742,000) 
in March 2020, with a peak number of cases by mid-May.  From July until Octobor 
2020, our test positivity rate was <1%.  We are currently experiencing a surge.  This 
affected the timing and pace of the CTSI’s COVID-19 efforts. 

Solutions Led by the UR CTSI

Conclusions

The COVID-19 Pandemic gave rise to a number of urgent institutional problems at 
UR that needed to be rapidly addressed:

• How to ramp-down human subjects research during the surge?
• How to safely ramp-up human subjects research after the surge?
• How to decide which COVID-19 studies to participate in?
• How to track all COVID-19 research projects?
• Where to see COVID+ study subjects to minimize exposure risk?
• Need for a standard institutional COVID-19 data set for multiple projects  

(N3C, COMBAT COVID, Biobank COVID)
• Creation of a COVID Biobank
• Analysis of COVID-19 data
• Coordination of COVID-19 research grant applications
• Research community communications 
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From March - October 2020, the UR CTSI rapidly established solutions to the above 
problems, as highlighted in Figure 2.  Notable responses included:

• The COVID-19 Research Project Database was established to track all the 
COVID-19 related observational and interventional research at UR.  This was 
done in conjunction with the Research Subjects Review Board, and registration 
was required prior to IRB review.  300+ studies have been registered since April.

• The UR COVID Vaccine and Interventional Trial  Working Groups were established 
and led by the CTSI to harmonize our institutional response, centrally screen 
and triage trials, and make final, binding decisions on trial participation.

• The CTSI Informatics Branch established a COVID-19 Data Mart, which was 
used to link information from the EMR to the COVID-19 Biobank, also rapidly 
established by the CTSI, and to the Ventilator Allocation Decision Support 
System which provided a real-time clinical decision support tool.

• COVID-19 Research Study Subject Interest Registry - Using our established 
research registry, the CTSI rapidly established and advertised a central registry, 
currently with over 4,000 new registrants and used by multiple studies.

Figure 2 - The breadth of 
clinical and translational 
research coordination led 
by the UR CTSI across the 
University of Rochester.  The 
first ring reflects completely 
new and fully operational 
projects stood up since 
April 2020.  The second ring 
shows new COVID-19 related 
activities directly supported 
by the CTSI.  All of this was 
done with over 100 personnel 
working remotely, focusing 
people, resources, and areas 
of the University of Rochester 
on the UR COVID-19 research 

• Mission equals impact:   The impact of our work on the local response to 
COVID-19 is rooted in the mission of the UR CTSI: to accelerate translational 
research and improve health. The UR CTSI was built to respond to the most pressing 
health challenges in our medical center and our community. Our experience, 
connections to community and researchers, and expertise allowed us to respond 
quickly and effectively to enable and support clinical studies.

• Collaboration accelerates research: Whether cross disciplinary to support 
team science, or across community partnerships and barriers, patients, fellow 
researchers and communities benefit from working together to solve critical 
problems. Collaborative efforts spearheaded by the UR CTSI sped up the 
research response even as labs were shutting down, and community engaged 
partnerships helped reduce transmission of the virus in the community.

• There is more to come: COVID-19 has provided an opportunity for the CTSA 
program to demonstrate its flexibility and its commitment to patients and 
communities. Translational science is more important than ever, and CTSAs 
continue to demonstrate their unique ability to  advance that science.

Figure 4 - Monroe County and Major 
Health Organizations Collaborating 
with the UR CTSI and CCHP


