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Background: Pharmacists are among the nation’s most accessible and underused health pro-
fessionals. Within their scope of practice, pharmacists can prescribe and administer vaccines,
conduct point-of-care testing, and address drug shortages through therapeutic substitutions.
Objectives: To better use pharmacists as first responders to coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19), we conducted a needs and capacity assessment to (1) determine individual commitment
to provide COVID-19 testing and management services, (2) identify resources required to
provide these services, and (3) help prioritize unmet community needs that could be
addressed by pharmacists.
Methods: In March 2020, pharmacists and student pharmacists within the Alaska Pharmacist
Association worked to tailor, administer, and evaluate results from a 10-question survey,
including demographics (respondent name, ZIP Code, cell phone, and alternate e-mail). The
survey was developed on the basis of published COVID-19 guidelines, Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention COVID-19 screening and management guidelines, National Association of Boards
of Pharmacy guidance, and joint policy recommendation from pharmacy organizations.
Results: Pharmacies are located in the areas of greatest COVID-19 need in Alaska. Pharmacists
are willing and interested in providing support. Approximately 63% of the pharmacists who
completed the survey indicated that they were interested in providing COVID-19 nasal testing,
60% were interested in conducting COVID-19 antibody testing, and 93% were interested in
prescribing and administering immunizations for COVID-19, as available. When asked about
resources needed to enable pharmacists to prescribe antiviral therapy, 37% of the pharmacists
indicated they needed additional education or training, and 39% required access to technology
to bill and document provided services.
Conclusion: The primary barrier to pharmacists augmenting the current COVID-19 response is
an inability to cover the costs of providing these health services. Pharmacists in Alaska are
ready to meet COVID-19—related clinical needs if public and private insurers and legislators
can help address the barriers to service sustainability.

© 2021 American Pharmacists Association®. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Background

There are many coronaviruses, common in people and an-
imals. Severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 is the
new coronavirus virus responsible for coronavirus disease
(COVID-19). COVID-19 symptoms range from mild respiratory
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illness to severe life-threatening disease and multiorgan fail-
ure. COVID-19 has caused a significant strain on the global
economy and health care systems, foreign and domestic.
Although the availability of antibody testing has continued to
increase, many testing facilities are only able to meet the needs
of high-risk groups with a referral from a medical professional.
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
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(CDC) long-standing systemic inequities in health care access,
rural and frontier residents, such as those in Alaska, are at an
increased risk of COVID-19 infection and complications. In
2019, only 63% of Alaska adults aged 18 years and older re-
ported having a usual source of health care, 14% less than the
national average, leaving a significant portion of the popula-
tion without a reliable way to obtain a referral or treatment for
this potentially fatal disease."?

Future supply and demand for providers is affected by a
host of factors including population growth, population aging,
economy, coverage, and reimbursement. Nationwide, the
number of uninsured individuals continues to increase,
resulting in even fewer patients with access to primary care
owing to incomplete coverage, inflexible care models, and
payer aversion.”> Pharmacists are the answer, willing and able
to be the first point of contact for many Americans.

Pharmacists are among the nation’s most accessible and
underused health professionals. Pharmacists can, within their
scope of practice, (1) prescribe and administer vaccines; (2)
conduct influenza, strep, COVID-19, and other point-of-care
testing; (3) recommend/conduct therapeutic substitutions to
address drug shortages; and (4) extend refills.*

The primary barrier to the expansion of health services
provided by pharmacists is receiving reimbursement from
commercial and state insurers for the health services they
provide.

Objectives

To better estimate the capacity to use pharmacists as first
responders to COVID-19, we conducted a quick (5-minute
survey) needs assessment to (1) determine individual
commitment to provide COVID-19 services, (2) identify re-
sources required to provide these services, and (3) help pri-
oritize unmet community needs to use and empower
pharmacists to more effectively support the COVID-19
response.

Methods

The Alaska Pharmacists Association (AKPhA) represents
nearly 300 Alaska pharmacists and technicians. The goal of the
AKPhA-supported survey was to assess pharmacists’ interest
in supporting COVID-19 response and readiness; identify
barriers to immediate and sustained COVID-19 support efforts;
and support legislative efforts necessary to expand access to
screening, prevention, and treatment efforts across the state.

In March 2020, pharmacists and student pharmacists
within AKPhA developed, administered, and evaluated results
from a 10-question survey to gauge pharmacists’ interest, their
ability to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, and pharmacists’
locations in relationship to individuals who tested positive to
COVID-19 (Figure 1). The survey included demographics
(name, ZIP Code, cell phone, and alternate e-mail). The survey
was developed on the basis of published COVID-19 guidelines,
CDC COVID-19 screening and management guidelines, Na-
tional Association of Boards of Pharmacy guidance, and joint
policy recommendation from pharmacy organizations.>”’
Qualtrics online, a secure, survey platform, was used to
administer and collect survey data. An anonymous survey link
was e-mailed to all 270 AKPhA members on April 6, 2020 by
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AKPhA leadership. At the time of survey, there were 157
confirmed cases of COVID-19 in residents of Alaska and 49
travel-related cases. Individuals affected with COVID-19 were
noted in 5 regions and 9 boroughs, and there were 15 hospi-
talizations and 3 deaths. ArcGIS (version 12.3; Esri, Redlands,
CA), a mapping and analytics platform, was used to provide a
visual display of COVID-19 cases to compare survey re-
spondents interested in providing COVID-19 with documented
cases of COVID-19 by region, based on Department of Health
and Social Services data and pharmacists responding to the
survey who were interested in providing COVID-19 manage-
ment. This study was deemed exempt by the Idaho State
University Investigational Review Board, the institutional re-
view board of record for College of Pharmacy faculty.

Results

Just more than 10% of licensed pharmacists in the state
responded to the COVID-19 survey. Of the 63% of pharmacists
who reported interest in providing COVID-19 nasal testing,
70% were definitely interested in conducting COVID-19 nasal
testing, and 30% were interested in conducting COVID-19 nasal
testing if a mechanism for reimbursement for test adminis-
tration and supplies was established to support sustainability
of pharmacists providing the COVID-19 nasal test.

Approximately 60% of the pharmacists who completed the
survey indicated that they were interested in providing
COVID-19 antibody testing. Of the 60% of pharmacists who
were interested in providing COVID-19 antibody testing, 75%
were definitely interested in conducting COVID-19 antibody
testing, and 25% were interested in conducting COVID-19
antibody testing if a mechanism for reimbursement was
established to support sustainability of pharmacists providing
the COVID-19 antibody testing.

Approximately 63% of the pharmacists who completed the
survey indicated that they were interested in prescribing
antiviral medications to treat COVID-19 if a standing order
existed and a mechanism for reimbursement for the time to
test, evaluate, and treat individuals was established. An addi-
tional 18% of the pharmacists indicated that they were inter-
ested in prescribing antiviral medications to treat COVID-19
but would need additional training and support. When asked
about resources needed to enable pharmacists to prescribe
antiviral therapy, 39% of the pharmacists who completed the
survey indicated technology to bill and document service
provided, 37% indicated education/training, 16% indicated
additional personnel, 6% indicated the need for a National
Provider Identifier, and 2% indicated the need for protocols to
enable pharmacists to prescribe antiviral therapy.

Approximately 93% of the pharmacists who completed the
survey indicated that they were interested in prescribing and
administering immunizations for COVID-19 when an immu-
nization for COVID-19 became available. Sustainability of
pharmacists providing these services is dependent on a
mechanism of reimbursement in place that aligns with the
reimbursement provided to other health care providers for the
same services. The survey respondents indicated the following
barriers to providing these services: 61% indicated lack of
reimbursement as a barrier, 15% indicated lack of immuniza-
tion certification, and 6% indicated lack of continuing phar-
macy education.
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Figure 1. Pharmacist access versus COVID-19 cases. Yellow stars represent documented COVID-19 cases in area. Red and white mortar and pestles represent phar-
macists interested in providing COVID-19 services in area. Abbreviation used: COVID-19, coronavirus disease.

Pharmacists requested the development and dissemination
of additional COVID-19 information to assist with educating
the community about COVID-19. The requested education
included the following: infographics about COVID-19 and
COVID-19 risk (36%), infographics about emergency pre-
paredness and health care service use (18%), infographics
about what pharmacists can do (25%), and infographics about
immunity and antibody testing (18%).

Discussion

AKPhA members are frontline health care providers caring
for diverse patients in a variety of community, long-term care,
hospital, and tribal settings, ready to assist during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Historically, pharmacists within the U. S. Public
Health Service (USPHS) have responded alongside local health
care providers to meet the needs of the community during a
public health emergency. Pharmacists comprise approxi-
mately 1250 of the more than 6700 total USPHS members.®
Pharmacists, within USPHS and the private sector, were
pivotal in the 2009 HI1N1 influenza and 2015 Ebola responses,
both abroad and within U.S. communities.’ Pharmacists,
including community pharmacists in Alaska, screened and
triaged patients, provided life-saving vaccinations, and sup-
ported community and health care system education initia-
tives. However, as the COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated,
responding to a public health crisis takes more than just those
serving in the USPHS. Pharmacists and pharmacies are un-
tapped resources, vital to current and future public health
responses.

On March 10, 2020, the Office of the Assistant Secretary of
Health, under the Public Readiness and Emergency Prepared-
ness Act, authorized licensed pharmacists to order and
administer Food and Drug Administration—approved COVID-
19 tests.!®!! The Health Resources and Services Administra-
tion and Medicare recently recognized pharmacists as reim-
bursable providers for COVID-19 testing (and vaccination
when available).'>!" However, Medicaid, the public payer
providing services to our most vulnerable population in
Alaska, does not universally recognize pharmacists as “other
licensed practitioners” for the reimbursement of services,
outside the temporary emergency order (June 2020). Because
commercial payers in the state reference Medicaid, they also
do not reimburse for services provided within the pharma-
cists’ scope of practice.

As of August 6, 2020, there were 3484 confirmed cases of
COVID-19inresidents of Alaska, 1044 presumed recovered cases,
141 hospitalizations, and 25 deaths with individuals affected
across the state. Pharmacists in Alaska are interested in
providing COVID-19 nasal testing, COVID-19 antibody testing,
and prescribing and administering immunizations and antiviral
therapy for COVID-19 when available. Pharmacies are located
across the state including remote areas, providing health care to
communities affected by COVID-19. Pharmacists can provide
screening, serology testing, immunizations, supportive care, and
treatment for COVID-19 depending on their education and
training. However, pharmacists must advocate within their
states to ensure that ordering and administering COVID-19 tests
are within the state scope of practice and that independent
prescriptive authority or necessary collaborative practice
agreements are in place to authorize the screening, testing, and

e37



SCIENCE AND PRACTICE

A.K. Paul et al. / Journal of the American Pharmacists Association 61 (2021) e35—e38

eventual prevention and treatment measures. State plan
amendments for Medicaid need to permanently include phar-
macists as other licensed providers. Private payers at the state
level also need to recognize pharmacists as providers. State and
national recognition for pharmacists as providers and the
reimbursement for services offer an infrastructure for America’s
most accessible professional to respond to the current COVID-19
pandemic and any future public health need.

Limitations

State laws and scope of practice dictate what pharmacists

are allowed to do across the country; therefore, this survey and
the results may not be generalizable to some other areas of the

United States and may not be representative of the views of

pharmacists across the country. We also did not limit survey
participation by practice site, assuming that pharmacists who
were not able to provide services on the basis of practice site
would not complete the survey.

Conclusion

The primary barrier to pharmacists augmenting the current

COVID-19 pandemic response is the lack of reimbursement for
services provided at the time of this article’s writing, which is
necessary to meet the needs of the community and expand
services. Alaska pharmacists are ready to meet this clinical
need if public and private insurers and legislators can help
address the barriers to service sustainability.
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