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Take a moment to think back to the 
ASHP Midyear Clinical Meeting 

in December 2019. What were our 
conversations that week? Did we dis-
cuss a pending pandemic? Likely not. 
The topics I  discussed and overheard 
that week turned out to be useful 
in our current pandemic situation. 
Pharmacy Forecast 2020 recommenda-
tions on topics such as the drug supply 
chain, use of technology and the re-
sulting data, staffing, professional and 
technical training, specialty phar-
macy, and payer issues have not lost 
their relevancy.1 As we reflect on 2020, 
how has the past year changed our 
thinking for 2021? Have our priorities 
changed? What recommendations from 
this year’s Pharmacy Forecast2 should 
we take away and apply so we are best 
prepared for a future defined now as the 
new normal?

We should start with our staff. The 
recommendations from the Pharmacy 
Forecast 2021 chapter “Patient Safety: 
New Frontiers for Pharmacists” create 
a foundation for us to ensure that we 
are mindful of the needs of our staff as 
we continue to battle the coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. 
Our staff require a new level of sup-
port: at work, to help mitigate anxiety 
over disease transmission, availability 
of personal protective equipment, and 
concern for our coworkers; then at 

home, where many are struggling with 
the care of their families and grief from 
the loss of loved ones as well as per-
sonal freedoms. Staff well-being en-
ables consistent focus on patient safety. 
Pharmacy leaders must understand 
and ultimately utilize the employee 
wellness and resilience programs avail-
able. In the context of COVID-19, the 
question “How are you?” has taken on 
new meaning, and we need to listen 
with understanding. Know where to 
access employee assistance programs 
and support your staff’s access to these 
resources (as advised in Pharmacy 
Forecast panelists’ recommendation 6).

Our focus on patient safety and medi-
cation use came under the spotlight 
more than once in 2020. Recommenda
tions 1 through 4 create the underpin-
nings for a safe medication-use process. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has been a 
stark reminder for pharmacists that col-
laboration with our entire healthcare 
team is key for patient safety. Decisions 
on utilization guidelines regarding alter-
nate therapies, emerging medications, 
and new uses for old drugs were made at 
light speed. The pandemic has renewed 
support for the application of evidence-
based practices, innovation, stream-
lining of medication administration 
processes, and more interest in priori-
tizing safety as part of the drug formulary 
review process.

Concerns about the medication 
supply chain were accentuated as a 
result of the pandemic. High vari-
ability of medication availability 
was reported by pharmacy leaders, 
depending on their region of the 
country or where they fell in among 
critical medication allocations. At 
my organization, Sharp Healthcare, 
propofol was in extreme shortage last 
winter. Our intensive care unit phar-
macists and intensivists, along with 
pharmacy buyers, quickly determined 
alternative regimens. These events 

highlight a core operational compe-
tency that our health systems rely on: 
a strong, resilient medication procure-
ment program. The recommendations 
from another Pharmacy Forecast 2021 
chapter, “The Certainty of Uncertainty 
for a Global Supply Chain,” require 
active involvement at multiple levels 
of government: county, state, and na-
tional. Express your opinions and 
concerns with pharmacy and health-
system associations such as ASHP and 
the American Hospital Association. 
Early in the pandemic there was disbe-
lief amongst government officials and 
politicians alike that drugs were scarce 
or in shortage. Pharmacy leaders col-
lectively were able to raise these con-
cerns as we began to gather virtually 
across our states. It was difficult to 
come to agreement on guidelines for 
scarce drugs at our health system (rec-
ommendation 1 of Pharmacy Forecast 
panelists), and we agree that “guidance 
is desperately needed.” In these trying 
circumstances at my health system, we 
were asked and agreed to share drugs 
and supplies within our county. While 
this felt difficult in the moment, it has 
been a comfort to know that we are in 
this together for our community’s pa-
tients. This has served as a reminder 
that while our routine involvement 
in the clinical assessment of patients 
is critically important, we should not 
lose sight of our systems’ reliance on 
us—pharmacy operations—to procure 
and provide required medications.

Many issues pertaining to the pro-
vider status–related recommendations 
addressed in the Pharmacy Forecast 
2021 chapter “Pharmacy Workforce,” 
including the need for additional 
training opportunities for pharma-
cists, were active topics of conversa-
tion in roundtable discussions during 
the 2020 ASHP Virtual Conference 
for Pharmacy Leaders in October. 
Pharmacy leaders are moving forward 

applyparastyle “fig//caption/p[1]” parastyle “FigCapt”

AM J HEALTH-SYST PHARM  |  VOLUME XX  |  NUMBER XX  |  XXXX XX, 2021    1

mailto:suzanneshea10@gmail.com?subject=
mailto:journals.permissions@oup.com?subject=
mailto:journals.permissions@oup.com?subject=


COMMENTARY COVID-19 AND THE PHARMACY FORECAST

because of, or in spite of, the pan-
demic to expand pharmacy services in 
ambulatory care, specialty pharmacy, 
and telemedicine. As noted in rec-
ommendation 4, which is focused on 
expanded roles and required training 
for pharmacy technicians, we must be 
cautious not to add unnecessary quali-
fications for our technicians that may 
force them away from pharmacy work 
instead of reducing turnover. While 
Sharp Healthcare quickly prepared to 
add pharmacists both onsite and vir-
tually during the initial COVID-19 case 
surge, we found our largest deficit was 

in the number of pharmacy techni-
cians. We must emphasize to our tech-
nicians the value of their knowledge 
and work. They should understand 
where they fit in the healthcare team, 
especially in times of crisis, as a crit-
ical component of the overall organ-
izational response to the pandemic.

Each day has taught us new lessons 
about COVID-19 and about ourselves 
as leaders, mentors, and support coun-
selors. We have uncovered resilience 
and ingenuity that will define how we 
work and how we practice pharmacy for 
years to come.

Disclosures
The author has declared no potential conflicts 
of interest.

References
1.	 Vermeulen LC, Swarthout MD, 

Alexander GC, et al. Pharmacy forecast 
2020: strategic planning advice for 
pharmacy departments in hospitals 
and health systems. Am J Health-Syst 
Pharm. 2020;77(2):84-112. doi:10.1093/
ajhp/zxz283

2.	 DiPiro JT, ed. ASHP Foundation phar-
macy forecast 2021: strategic planning 
advice for pharmacy departments in 
hospitals and health systems. Am J 
Health-Syst Pharm. 2021;78(6):xxx-xxx.

2    AM J HEALTH-SYST PHARM  |  VOLUME XX  |  NUMBER XX  |  XXXX XX, 2021

https://doi.org/10.1093/ajhp/zxz283
https://doi.org/10.1093/ajhp/zxz283

