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The recent Australian bushfires and the global COVID-19
pandemic have highlighted the critical need for ensuring
health workforce capacity during disasters. National, state and

local disaster response plans assume that health professionals
are prepared and willing to respond to disasters. However, the
literature suggests that, depending on the disaster, health pro-

fessionals may not be as willing as we may expect. This hesi-
tancy potentially leads to critical gaps in health services delivery
during and following disasters.1

Pharmacists provide essential health services to the public
and are highly accessible because of their numbers and locality
within the community.2 They are uniquely placed to provide

frontline health care to a large portion of the population in
everyday practice and during a disaster. Recent disaster events
in Australia have underlined the importance of pharmacists’
roles in their communities (e.g. through extension of medication

supply legislation).3,4 Understanding the willingness of the
pharmacy workforce to respond during a disaster is important
to prevent disruptions to the essential services provided by

pharmacists during disasters.
We conducted an Australia-wide 13-question online survey

to determine the willingness of the pharmacy workforce to

respond to a disaster and the factors affecting that willingness
(Queensland University of Technology Human Research Ethics
Committee Approval no. 1700000682). The survey was com-

pleted by 60 participants. Most participants reported they would
be likely to report to work during a pandemic or biological
disaster (73%; 44/60) or natural disaster (78%; 47/60). The two

major factors likely to prevent participants from working in a
disaster were family concerns and safety concerns for them-
selves or other staff members.

This research provides the first insight into pharmacists’
willingness to work in a disaster in an Australian context. It
suggests that most pharmacists may be willing to work during or

following a disaster. This idea is supported by recent media
coverage of pharmacists responding to the Australian bushfires
and during the COVID-19 pandemic.5–8 However, 40% (24/60)

of participants stated theywould be unwilling towork if they had
safety concerns for themselves or their staff. Recent media
coverage of COVID-19 has reported on health professionals

being unwilling to work or resigning from their workplaces due
to fears for their safety caused by verbally and physically
abusive patients.9,10 Abuse and violence in the healthcare setting
is a critical issue faced every day by health professionals, but the

heightened stress, frustration and anxiety of disaster situations
may make abuse from patients more likely.

Although the present survey focused on the pharmacy work-

force, it is likely that similar barriers to a willingness to work exist
for other health professionals.11 So, how can we make sure our
critical health workforce is willing to respond to future disaster

events in Australia?We need to ensure we have interventions and
resources that allow health professionals to educate and protect
themselves, their staff and colleagues, as well as their families.

Competing interests

None.

*These authors are equal first authors.

CSIRO PUBLISHING

Australian Health Review, 2020, 44, 540–541

https://doi.org/10.1071/AH20120

Journal compilation � AHHA 2020 Open Access CC BY www.publish.csiro.au/journals/ahr

Letter to the Editor

COVID-19 – SPECIAL FOCUS

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9090-3515
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9090-3515
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9090-3515
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6617-9398
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6617-9398
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6617-9398
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5826-4605
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5826-4605
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5826-4605
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en_US


Acknowledgement

This research did not receive any specific funding.

References

1 ChaffeeM.Willingness of health care personnel to work in a disaster: an

integrative review of the literature. Disaster Med Public Health Prep

2009; 3: 42–56. doi:10.1097/DMP.0b013e31818e8934

2 The Pharmacy Guild of Australia. Community pharmacy: delivering

accessibility, quality and choice for all Australians. 2015. Available at:

https://www.guild.org.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/6173/summary-of-

submission-re-competition-policy-review-draft-report.pdf [verified 4

June 2020].

3 NSWHealth. Advice for pharmacists supplying medicines to patients in

areas affected by NSW bushfires. 2020. Available at: https://www.

health.nsw.gov.au/environment/air/Pages/community-pharmacists.aspx

[verified 24 January 2020].

4 The Pharmacy Guild of Australia. Continued dispensing arrangements.

2020. Available at: https://www.guild.org.au/resources/business-opera-

tions/pharmacy-agreement-pbs/continued-dispensing-arrangements [ver-

ified 24 January 2020].

5 Fairbrother L. COVID-19: I had to close and disinfect my consultation

room after an at-risk patient presented at my pharmacy. [Blog] The

Pharmaceutical Journal, 13 March 2020. Available at: https://www.

pharmaceutical-journal.com/news-and-analysis/opinion/blogs/covid-

19-i-had-to-close-and-disinfect-my-consultation-room-after-an-at-risk-

patient-presented-at-my-pharmacy/20207822.blog?firstPass=false [veri-

fied 4 June 2020].

6 Japsen B. Rite aid: pharmacist role will expand amid coronavirus

outbreak. Forbes, 16 March 2020. Available at: https://www.forbes.

com/sites/brucejapsen/2020/03/16/amid-coronavirus-rite-aids-ceo-says-

pharmacists-on-frontlines/#2744ce415cb1 [verified 4 June 2020].

7 Haggan M. Bushfire smoke: how pharmacists are helping. Australian

Journal of Pharmacy, 13 January 2020. Available at: https://ajp.com.au/

news/bushfire-smoke-how-pharmacists-are-helping/ [verified 4 June

2020].

8 Paola S. Pharmacists on the front line. Australian Journal of Pharmacy,

6 January 2020. Available at: https://ajp.com.au/news/pharmacists-on-

the-front-line-2/ [verified 4 June 2020].

9 Cook C, Farquhar L. Coronavirus stress sees regional pharmacist

abused, punched and spat on by customers. ABC News, 7 April 2020.

Available at: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-07/nsw-regional-

pharmacist-abused-spat-on-during-coronavirus-crisis/12129124 [veri-

fied 4 June 2020].

10 Nguyen K. NSW nurses told not wear scrubs outside of hospital due to

abuse over coronavirus fears. ABC News, 5 April 2020. Available at:

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-05/nsw-nurses-midwives-abused-

during-coronavirus-pandemic/12123216 [verified 4 June 2020].

11 Watt K, Tippett VC, Raven SG, Jamrozik K, Coory M, Archer F, Kelly

HA. Attitudes to living and working in pandemic conditions among

emergency prehospital medical care personnel. Prehosp Disaster Med

2010; 25: 13–19. doi:10.1017/S1049023X00007597

www.publish.csiro.au/journals/ahr

Are pharmacists willing to work in disasters? Australian Health Review 541

http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/DMP.0b013e31818e8934
https://www.guild.org.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/6173/summary-of-submission-re-competition-policy-review-draft-report.pdf
https://www.guild.org.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/6173/summary-of-submission-re-competition-policy-review-draft-report.pdf
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/environment/air/Pages/community-pharmacists.aspx
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/environment/air/Pages/community-pharmacists.aspx
https://www.guild.org.au/resources/business-operations/pharmacy-agreement-pbs/continued-dispensing-arrangements
https://www.guild.org.au/resources/business-operations/pharmacy-agreement-pbs/continued-dispensing-arrangements
https://www.pharmaceutical-journal.com/news-and-analysis/opinion/blogs/covid-19-i-had-to-close-and-disinfect-my-consultation-room-after-an-at-risk-patient-presented-at-my-pharmacy/20207822.blog?firstPass=false
https://www.pharmaceutical-journal.com/news-and-analysis/opinion/blogs/covid-19-i-had-to-close-and-disinfect-my-consultation-room-after-an-at-risk-patient-presented-at-my-pharmacy/20207822.blog?firstPass=false
https://www.pharmaceutical-journal.com/news-and-analysis/opinion/blogs/covid-19-i-had-to-close-and-disinfect-my-consultation-room-after-an-at-risk-patient-presented-at-my-pharmacy/20207822.blog?firstPass=false
https://www.pharmaceutical-journal.com/news-and-analysis/opinion/blogs/covid-19-i-had-to-close-and-disinfect-my-consultation-room-after-an-at-risk-patient-presented-at-my-pharmacy/20207822.blog?firstPass=false
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucejapsen/2020/03/16/amid-coronavirus-rite-aids-ceo-says-pharmacists-on-frontlines/#2744ce415cb1
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucejapsen/2020/03/16/amid-coronavirus-rite-aids-ceo-says-pharmacists-on-frontlines/#2744ce415cb1
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucejapsen/2020/03/16/amid-coronavirus-rite-aids-ceo-says-pharmacists-on-frontlines/#2744ce415cb1
https://ajp.com.au/news/bushfire-smoke-how-pharmacists-are-helping/
https://ajp.com.au/news/bushfire-smoke-how-pharmacists-are-helping/
https://ajp.com.au/news/pharmacists-on-the-front-line-2/
https://ajp.com.au/news/pharmacists-on-the-front-line-2/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-07/nsw-regional-pharmacist-abused-spat-on-during-coronavirus-crisis/12129124
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-07/nsw-regional-pharmacist-abused-spat-on-during-coronavirus-crisis/12129124
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-05/nsw-nurses-midwives-abused-during-coronavirus-pandemic/12123216
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-05/nsw-nurses-midwives-abused-during-coronavirus-pandemic/12123216
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S1049023X00007597

