
Welcome to Illuminate, our next-gen, interactive educational 
platform designed to inform professionals and key decision 
makers about the most important issues facing the industry 
today by shedding light on an ever-growing body of 
knowledge. 

COVID-19 has inflicted unprecedented trauma on the long-
term care workforce. Among even the most seasoned ER 
nurses, nursing home directors and doctors, describing the 
horrors defies common sense.

As caregivers peered through the front windows of nursing 
homes at the pandemic’s dawn in early March, they agonized 
as the bodies of deceased residents were wheeled out.

One 40-year veteran psychiatric social worker named “Joe” 
(who asked for anonymity) believes “suddenness” aptly 
describes the trauma he’s endured over the past year.

There was no gradual decline. No final moments with family 
and friends. No five stages of grief.

Like the young doctor Joe brought a Pepsi to each week. 
After returning from his own brief COVID-19 illness with drink 
in hand, Joe learned his patient had passed.

Eleanor Feldman Barbera, Ph.D., a New York City-based long-
term care psychologist, wrote that she suffered PTSD after 
watching the pandemic “push a whole swath of people off a 
proverbial cliff.” 

Many of the nation’s 7,700 nursing homes would end up caring 
for COVID-19 patients in states overwhelmed by infections.

To Joe and thousands of other long-term care workers, every 
day was a mass casualty event full of unmitigated trauma and 
mounting personal risks.

Between September and December 2020 alone, new staff 
infections rose from 2.5 to 9.3 per 100 residents, according 
to statistics compiled in a national AARP study. As of early 
February 2021, more than 153,000 residents and employees 
of U.S. nursing homes had contracted COVID-19, accounting 
for 40% of all COVID-related deaths nationwide.

Locked down and unable to grieve, LTC workers soldier on
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From Chaos to Numbers

Exponentially rising the level of stress and mistrust were 
massive supply shortages of vital equipment and PPE. 
The consequences were dire, and some in the medical 
community blamed nursing homes for being ill equipped to 
stop the spread of the virus. 

Lockdowns ensued and caregivers faced strict social and 
physical restrictions professionally and personally, only 
amplifying their sense of anxiety. 

They found no refuge from worry, fear, frustration and 
sadness. They faced it at home, at work and in public.

“When they started to get worn down to the quick, the CNAs 
and nurses were getting this blank look like they were just 
going through the motions,” said Joe. 

The isolation was hard on everyone.

Joe was afflicted with guilt every night he drove home. He 
even suffered guilt when he was diagnosed with COVID-19. 
After a brief “touch and go” during his own quarantine, 
he was back at work in less than three weeks. On the day 
he returned, four of his six group therapy patients had 
succumbed after only a brief illness.

The “suddenness” of a COVID-19 death robbed everyone in 
nursing homes of their need to grieve. The body bags just 
kept coming and there was little time left to do anything but 
keep up.

“I remember my patients as great athletes, tugboat operators 
and military pilots who introduced me to all kinds of amazing 
adventures they’d had,” Joe said. “For too many of them, my 
final memories of them were lifeless figures under white 
sheets. That image is hard to ever forget.”

Epilogue
In all of his years as a mental health therapist, Joe has never 
witnessed a mass casualty like this. “How can we endure 
such cruel departures? The answer is that, perhaps, many 
of us can’t.”

Still, he’s humbled by the courage and determination among 
CNAs and nurses he interacts with daily.

“I believe the pandemic will end someday, and someday 
soon,” he says. “I tell my residents ‘someday, we’re going to 
have movie night again. Someday we’ll see each other in 

the cafeteria to share a nice meal and someday maybe we’ll 
have that checkers rematch. And don’t forget - things are 
going to be better and we’ll all be happy again.”

Next in our “Life After COVID” series: Assessing the fallout 
on an already fragile workforce.

To learn how PharMerica’ s dedicated team members could 
help you with your pharmacy and clinical related needs, 
contact us at PharMerica@PharMerica.com or 
855-637-1755
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