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T he unpredictable year of 
2020 has been a series of 
rapidly changing events that 
will fill our history books 
and have great impacts 

on society’s future. On March 11, 2020, 
the World Health Organization declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. The world 
has already experienced virus outbreaks 
and pandemics, so why has COVID-19 
caused such strain? World governments 
attempted to address unknown questions to 
calm nerves. Healthcare professionals of all 
specialties scrambled to come together and 
find answers to protect their communities. 
Craig Grzendzielewski (PharmD, MBA, 
BCPS), the Director of Pharmacy at Aurora 
St. Luke’s South Shore, Jeffrey Zimmerman 
(PharmD, BCPS), the Director of 
Pharmacy Services at Aurora Sinai Medical 
Center, and Nick Ladell (PharmD, MBA, 
BCPS), the Director of Pharmacy Services 
at Aurora West Allis Medical Center 
have all played instrumental roles with 
their institutions’ COVID-19 incident 
management teams.

Day to Day
For Dr. Grzendzielewski, his work had 

changed significantly since the beginning 
of the pandemic. As expected, COVID-
19-related responsibilities consumed most 
of the day, in addition to regular duties. To 
prepare for the unknown and anticipated 
surge of patients, the incident command 
team (ICT) met daily, including on 
weekends. Dr. Grzendzielewski’s time with 
the ICT was dedicated to ensuring that 
parameters regarding personal protective 
equipment (PPE) and COVID-19 patient 
admission and testing processes were 
prepared. Time was also spent figuring 
out the logistics of details such as cafeteria 
seating, drinking fountain use, and how 
people would use shared spaces throughout 
the facility. The top priority, however, was 
overall safety of both patients and staff, all 
while providing exceptional patient care. 
Communication with department leaders 
and staff was the key to the successful 
implementation of new procedures. A few 
months into the pandemic, as the changes 
have become a little less frequent, Dr. 
Grzendzielewski and his team have been 
able to scale back on time required to meet. 

Dr. Ladell and his team also went to 

great lengths to protect the hospital staff 
and patients. Due to the frequent and 
complex changes near the beginning of 
the pandemic, senior ICT leaders met in 
what he referred to as the “War Room.” 
Here, they were able to thoroughly discuss 
changes, take on the day’s new challenges, 
and implement new procedures, which 
included testing and isolation practices.

Dr. Zimmerman acted as the liaison 
officer on the ICT and relayed important 
information from site to site. In the peak 
of the pandemic, the ICT was meeting 
for about one to three hours each day to 
discuss new daily challenges.

The biggest practice change was the 
transition to remote patient care. Practice 
itself remained unchanged; however, the 
workflow and delivery of that care were 
vastly different. To minimize the risk of 
exposure and spread of the virus, certain 
tasks were identified to be conducted 
virtually, including medication histories 
and patient education. Also, when able, 
some pharmacy staff performed their duties 
from home. Due to the shortages of PPE, 
adjustments of its use, especially in sterile 
compounding spaces, were made to stretch 
the supply. Dr. Grzendzielewski stated 
that, “The whole goal of these changes was 
to continue to provide the same level of 
care we always have but reduce the risk of 
potential COVID exposure for our staff.”

Raising the Bar
Since the pandemic began, the 

pharmacist’s role has not changed--
only how they provide their services. 
Pharmacists have dedicated their 
professional careers to ensuring that 
patients receive the best pharmacologic 
therapy. Pharmacists were crucial in 
educating other healthcare providers 
and the public about new and emerging 
COVID-19 treatment recommendations, 
especially with the numerous questions 
regarding medications such as 
hydroxychloroquine, remdesivir, and 
tocilizumab. The treatment of this disease, 
especially during its early stages, had 
very limited data, and recommendations 
had shifted numerous times. It was in 
these instances that pharmacists played 
an instrumental role in ensuring patients 
received the most appropriate treatment. 

Dr. Grzendzielewski highlighted that 
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pharmacists have a unique skill set that 
incorporates “high clinical knowledge, 
as well as high levels of critical thinking 
skills, and creative problem solving.” These 
diverse characteristics allowed pharmacists 
to be trusted with non-traditional roles 
during the pandemic. Inclusion of 
pharmacists on hospital ICTs shows that 
pharmacy professionals are influential and 
needed for the management of COVID-19.

Bumps in the Road
Stress from the uncertainty of the 

pandemic appeared to be a common trend 
for all. Whether it was based on concern 
about contracting the disease or spreading 
it to loved ones, the ICT ensured that 
the hospital’s employees were protected 
with PPE, stayed remote when possible, 
implemented appropriate distancing, and 
had frequent communication with one 
another. They found that focusing on 
perseverance, resilience, raising awareness 
of mental health challenges, and having 
support for one another had significant 
impacts on overcoming stressful obstacles. 
The lack of face-to-face interaction with 
patients also posed a challenge. With tasks 
being completed virtually, the pharmacy 
staff missed having bedside interactions 
with patients. “[The pandemic] also has 
certainly highlighted the importance 
of staying up-to-date on treatment 
recommendations,” Dr. Grzendzielewski 
pointed out. As we know, the information 
about COVID-19 is continuously 
changing, so knowing and understanding 
the latest treatment recommendations 
proved to be a big challenge for not 
only pharmacists, but for all healthcare 
providers.

Having exceptional communication 
with the healthcare team is pertinent 
when a topic has newly developed 
information and data coming out daily. 

Advocate Aurora’s health system has 
made great efforts in communicating the 
latest information and releasing up-to-
date treatment guidelines to all hospitals 
through staff huddles, weekly updates, and 
more. This has been incredibly helpful to 
ensure that all facilities are on the same 
page and that all positive COVID patients 
are receiving the most recent evidence-
based treatment.

Moving Forward
Whether we want to believe it or 

not, we are all living through trying, 
unprecedented times. Being resilient and 
embracing the new everyday challenges 
will make pharmacists stronger healthcare 
professionals. Now more than ever, patients 
trust pharmacists to provide them with 
the best recommendations. Pharmacists 
are the medication experts, and although 
the information about COVID-19 is 
not exactly “black and white,” healthcare 
providers need to be able to provide care in 
the “gray.”

Finding ways to have a healthy work/
life balance to overcome stress outside 
of the workplace is essential to ensuring 
that pharmacists can invest energy into 
providing optimal care for their patients. 
Unwinding, de-stressing, and finding the 
positives in our current world will help 
keep pharmacists working at their top 
potential. Finding the positives during a 
pandemic might seem like a difficult task; 
however, there have been many positive 
outcomes, such as the increase in virtual 
health services. The rapid advancements 
that telehealth had to make proves that 
both pharmacy and healthcare have great 
potential to progress even further and open 
the door to future opportunities. 
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