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Last December, Mirande Gross grad-
uated from Bellarmine University in
Louisville, Kentucky, with a bachelor’s
degree in communications. But Gross
has changed her mind and is heading
back to school in May for a one-year ac-
celerated nursing degree program. The
pandemic that has sickened more than
27 million people in the United States
and killed nearly 500,000 helped con-
vince her she wanted to become a nurse.

“I was excited about working during
the pandemic,” Gross, 22, said. “It didn’t
scare me away.”

Enrollment in baccalaureate nursing
programs increased nearly 6% in 2020,
to 250,856, according to preliminary re-
sults from an annual survey of 900
nursing schools by the American Asso-
ciation of Colleges of Nursing.

“In the pandemic we saw an in-
creased visibility of nurses, and I think
that’s been inspirational to many peo-
ple,” said Deb Trautman, president and

CEO of the association, whose mem-
bers represent nursing programs at the
bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral lev-
els. “It’s a profession where you can
make a difference.”

Two-year associate nursing degree
programs seem to be experiencing a
similar bump, though hard numbers
are unavailable, said Laura Schmidt,
president of the Organization for As-
sociate Degree Nursing.

There’s no way to know exactly
what is propelling the new applica-
tions. But medical schools also saw an
18% boost in applications last year, a
jump partially attributed to the pan-
demic and high profile of key doctors,
such as Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of
the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases, during the crisis.

It’s possible that the media stories,
social media accounts and front-line
medical workers’ personal accounts of
battling the novel coronavirus have
played a role. “Nurse” was the No. 1
term that people queried “how to be-
come” on Google in 2020, according to
Google trends data.

For Gross, it was a turn back to an 

Mirande Gross has a bachelor’s degree in communications, but she’s heading back to school: “When I saw on the news
nurses being so overworked, I thought, ‘Gosh, I wish I could be in there helping.’ ” MELISSA GROSS VIA KAISER HEALTH NEWS

Crisis inspires future
of nursing workforce

David Namnath is finishing a two-year
associate nursing degree at the
College of Marin in Kentfield, Calif.
When his clinical rotation at the local
hospital was canceled because of
COVID-19 last spring, he and other
students took on a telenursing project.
DAVID NAMNATH VIA KAISER HEALTH NEWS

More enroll in programs
to ‘make a difference’ 

Michelle Andrews
Kaiser Health News
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Many Americans stayed away from
the emergency room when the nation
went under lockdown for fear of con-
tracting COVID-19 at the hospital.
While this led to an overall decline in
emergency department visits, a recent
study shows weekly trips to the ER for
drug overdoses were higher in 2020
than in 2019.

Researchers from the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention stud-
ied more than 180 million ER visits
from Dec. 30, 2018, to Oct. 10, 2020,
and found that weekly counts of all
drug overdoses were up to 45% higher
in 2020 than in 2019, according to the
study published Feb. 3 in the peer-re-
viewed JAMA Psychiatry. Opioid over-
doses, specifically, increased about
29% compared with before the pan-
demic. 

Overall visits to the emergency
room plummeted when COVID-19
lockdown measures were implement-

ed in March 2020, decreasing about
43% compared with the same time
frame in 2019. But drug overdoses ex-
perienced only a slight decrease from
March 29 to April 11, about 4% com-
pared with 2019, before increasing
again.

“That all drug and opioid overdose
emergency department visits did not
decrease in a similar manner to other
emergency department visits is espe-
cially compelling, suggesting an in-
crease in overdose burden during the
pandemic,” study authors said.

The study comes a few months after
the CDC reported an increase in drug
overdose deaths that may have been
accelerated by the pandemic – more
than 81,000 deaths in a 12-month peri-
od ending in May 2020, an 18.2% in-
crease from the year before. The agen-
cy said synthetic opioids are the pri-
mary driver of overdose deaths, in-

ERs see
rise in
overdose
visits
Weekly counts up 45%
in 2020 from year before

Adrianna Rodriguez
USA TODAY

Opioid overdoses, specifically,
increased about 29% in 2020
compared with before the pandemic.
KENA BETANCUR/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES
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If you’ve been waiting for a big na-
tional campaign telling you COVID-19
vaccines are safe and everybody should
get them, don’t hold your breath. Until
the supply is plentiful, the federal effort
is largely focused on minority commu-
nities hesitant about the immuniza-
tions.

It’s a wise approach, experts say. 
The kind of one-size-fits-all public

service announcements that once blan-
keted the country won’t work for CO-
VID-19 vaccines, they say. Those were
for universal messages – only you can
prevent forest fires, keep America beau-
tiful, friends don’t let friends drive
drunk.

With COVID-19, different communi-

ties need different messages, and mass
advertising doesn’t necessarily make
sense, said Hal Hershfield, a professor
of behavioral decision-making at the
University of California-Los Angeles
Anderson School of Management. 

“When you really start thinking
about budget and the need for specific
messaging, it’s a reasonable thing not to
have some giant national campaign,” he
said.

That hasn’t stopped some countries,
especially in Asia, from creating corona-
virus mascot characters to encourage
staying safe and getting vaccinated. Ja-
pan has two: Koronon, a masked cat,
and Quaran, a winged yellow sphere
with goggles mascot for airport quaran-
tines. Thailand has Covid-Kun, a spiky
red object that encourages handwash-
ing. Brazil has repurposed its Zé Gotin-

ha polio vaccine mascot, Joseph Dro-
plet, for COVID-19. 

An earlier proposed education effort
ran into trouble over concerns it was
part of a $250 million, celebrity-stud-
ded Trump administration campaign to
“defeat despair” surrounding COVID-19
before the presidential election. The
cost of the current campaign has not
been released.

For now, the national COVID-19 mes-
sages, from Health and Human Ser-
vices, the Centers for Disease Control,
the Ad Council and multiple other
groups, are simple. They encourage
Americans to wear masks, socially dis-
tance and stay safe while waiting their
turn for the vaccine, said Ian Sams,
Health and Human Services deputy as-

Experts favor targeted vaccine messaging effort
Elizabeth Weise
USA TODAY

Koronon is one of two coronavirus
mascots raising vaccine awareness in
Japan. STANISLAV KOGIKU/SOPA
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sistant secretary of public affairs for
COVID-19.

“We are continuing to develop and
will roll out new elements of our vaccine
campaigns, with more to come in the
weeks and months ahead, as more
members of the public get access to the
vaccine,” he said.

There’s a national education compo-
nent on the development of the CO-
VID-19 vaccine and why it’s safe, but the
bulk of the ads on TV, print, online and
radio will be targeted at various groups
and their specific concerns about the
vaccine.

So far, about 10% of the U.S. popula-
tion have been vaccinated. If at least
80% of people don’t get vaccinated, the
pandemic won’t be stopped, so convinc-
ing the hesitant is crucial.

A broad swath of America still has
concerns. An Associated Press poll pub-
lished last week found that while two-
thirds of Americans say they plan to or
already have been vaccinated, 15% say
they’re sure they won’t and 17% say they
probably won’t.

Of the 15% who say they won’t get
vaccinated, 65% were worried about
side effects and don’t trust the COVID-19
vaccines. About 38% say they don’t
need the vaccines, don’t know wheth-
er it works or don’t trust the govern-
ment. 

About 40% of people under 45 say
they probably or definitely won’t get im-
munized. So far, 57% of Black Ameri-
cans and 65% of Hispanic Americans
say they probably or definitely will be
vaccinated compared with 68% of white
Americans. Overall, the number of peo-
ple open to the vaccine is increasing as
they see more friends and family getting
it. 

HHS radio ads are now airing on
more than 2,300 iHeartRadio stations in
more than 210 markets, along with
newspaper ads reaching an audience of
80 million, with a strong focus on Black,
Hispanic, American Indian and Alaskan
Native audiences.

It’s a delicate job to carry a message
about the safety of vaccines to those
who need to hear it while not giving
ideas to those who already intend to
vaccinate. 

“There are lots of people that don’t
have these concerns, and if you start
messaging on them broadly, you could
do more harm than good,” said Daniel
Salmon, director of the Institute for Vac-
cine Safety at Johns Hopkins Bloom-
berg School of Public Health.

Another worry is persuading people
to get vaccinated when there’s still more
demand than supply. 

“You do have to match up your mes-
sages with peoples’ ability to actually
get what you’re promoting,” said Glen
Nowak, director of the University of
Georgia’s Center for Health and Risk
Communications and a former commu-
nication director for the National Immu-
nization Program at the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention. 

“Otherwise, you’ll end up with a lot of

frustrated people.” 
As nuanced as it needs to be, general

vaccine information would be helpful,
said Dr. Kelly Moore, deputy director of
the nonprofit Immunization Action Co-
alition.

“Right now, most of the public
doesn’t understand about the vaccine or
how the vaccination program is work-
ing. They need guidance,” she said. “In-
forming them and explaining the proc-
ess so they’re ready to go when it’s their
turn is really important for a smoothly
functioning mass vaccination program
of this scale.”

For now, much of the communication
is happening at the state level. Who is
eligible to get the vaccine depends on
governors, and some areas need ads in
Spanish, some in Samoan and some in
Swahili. Trusted sources might be a lo-
cal rapper, a Muslim imam or a rodeo
star. Concerns vary by region.

“Different places, different popula-

tions, different questions: It boils down
to reaching out to each community,”
said Robert Jennings, executive director
of the National Public Health Informa-
tion Coalition. 

To get the word out, states are doing
their own campaigns and sharing with
others. The Association of Immuniza-
tion Managers runs an information ex-
change. Texas, Ohio and Oklahoma are
creating ads and sharing them with oth-
ers, sometimes for a small fee to help
cover production costs. 

Washington state has shared its cre-
ations with Alaska, Colorado, Idaho,
Massachusetts and North Carolina. 

In October, the state Department of
Health began holding focus groups and
doing interviews to learn the questions
and concerns of state residents. 

“Our goal was to wrap up the educa-
tion portion of the campaign around
now, but we’ve found there were so
many questions the public still needed

to have answered that we’ve kept go-
ing,” said Kristen Haley, the state’s cam-
paign manager for COVID-19.

Every possible platform has been
used to get the message out: TV, radio,
newspapers, community newspapers,
Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat
and TikTok, in multiple languages. The
budget for 2021 is $12.5 million.

Part of the effort involves managing
expectations. Sometimes that’s just
simple math. 

One popular social media message
read, “Here’s why it is taking so long:
1.7 million people are eligible in Phase
1B, Tier 1. Versus about 100,000 first
doses per week. Thanks for your pa-
tience!”

Washington officials also have be-
come masters at quick turnaround ads.
Two weeks ago, they heard some vacci-
nation clinics were swamped with peo-
ple from Idaho and Oregon. Washington
was vaccinated everyone 65 and up,
while the other two states were still at
75 and up.

Within a day, they drafted new radio
ads and began airing them in stations
near the state borders.

“We were really honest,” said Haley.
“Basically, we said: ‘Hey, neighbors. We
wish we could help but we can’t right
now.’ ”

Experts say communication must be
nimble and able to shift to address
changing circumstances – the arrival of
coronavirus variants, for example.

“People are already probably asking:
‘Will this vaccine protect me against
these variants? How do you know?
When will you know?’ ” Nowak said. 

“They have to start thinking now
about how they’re going to address
these questions. This issue isn’t going to
go away.”

Messaging
Continued from Page 1D

An officer from the
district magistrate office
holds a mascot during an
awareness campaign
against coronavirus and
rising air pollution levels
in New Delhi on Oct. 26,
2020. SAJJAD HUSSAIN/AFP

VIA GETTY IMAGES

A social media card from
the Washington State
Department of Health
asks for patience and
explains why vaccinating
everyone takes time.
WASHINGTON STATE
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initial career choice. When she started
college, nursing was her chosen path.
But after fainting twice while shadow-
ing a nurse at the hospital, she switched
to a major that didn’t involve needles or
blood. For the past two years, she’s
worked as a newborn photographer at a
hospital near her Louisville home, and
she no longer gets squeamish at the
sight of IVs or injuries.

“When I saw on the news nurses be-
ing so overworked, I thought, ‘Gosh, I
wish I could be in there helping,’ ” said
Gross.

Demand for nurses was strong even
before the pandemic hit. There are
about 3 million registered nurses in the
United States, but employment is ex-
pected to grow 7% between 2019 and
2029, according to the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, faster than the 4% average
for all occupations. Many hospital med-
ical staffs are stretched to the breaking
point as they deal with a surge of CO-
VID-19 patients and at the same time
cope with staff shortages as medical
personnel have become ill with CO-
VID-19 or had to quarantine.

Meeting the demand for nurses is
hampered by long-standing capacity is-
sues at nursing schools. According to a
report by the American Association of
Colleges of Nursing, programs at the
bachelor’s and graduate degree levels
turned away more than 80,000 quali-
fied applicants in 2019. The reasons in-
cluded not having enough faculty, clin-
ical training sites and supervisors or

classroom space, as well as budget con-
straints, the report found.

“The people who are prepared to
teach are at least master’s degree level
and frequently have doctorate degrees,”
said Beverly Malone, president and CEO
of the National League for Nursing.
“They can work at hospitals or commu-
nity care centers for (significantly) more
money.”

For some nursing students, the pan-
demic has opened their eyes to new pos-
sibilities for patient care. David Nam-
nath is finishing a two-year associate
nursing degree at the College of Marin in
Kentfield, California. He learned last
spring that his clinical rotation at the lo-
cal hospital would be canceled because
of COVID-19.

He and other students took on a tele-
nursing project instead, in which he
made regular wellness check-ins and
provided health education related to
chronic conditions such as diabetes and
back pain with eight patients over video
and phone.

“It was really helpful for me,” said
Namnath, 29, who has a bachelor’s de-
gree in biochemistry and worked in a lab
before starting nursing school. “It’s not
something you normally learn. I think
we became more three-dimensional be-
cause of it.”

Some people who got nursing de-
grees in years past but didn’t practice
also may be taking a fresh look at the
profession, said David Benton, CEO of
the National Council of State Boards of
Nursing. More than 222,000 nurses
who were educated in the U.S. took the
National Council Licensure Examina-
tion last year, a figure that was 5% high-
er than the year before, he said.

The economic downturn that has
shuttered thousands of businesses may
have made nursing more attractive, he
said.

Nurses who worked in hospitals
made $79,400 a year on average in 2019,
according to the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics. But as the COVID-19 crisis hit and
hospitals scrambled to find staff last
year, nurses who were willing to travel
to COVID-19 hot spots could make many
times that amount, in some cases up to
$10,000 a week.

There are many paths to becoming a
nurse. A growing proportion of nurses
get a bachelor of science degree in nurs-
ing at four-year colleges. But many still
go to community colleges for two-year
associate degrees in nursing. These pro-
grams are more affordable and may ap-
peal to older students, said Schmidt.

Both types of graduates can take the
nurse licensing exam and become regis-
tered nurses. But nurses with bachelor’s
degrees may be better positioned for
higher-level jobs or supervisory roles.
They may also earn more money. Ac-
cording to the association of nursing
colleges’ annual survey, 41% of hospi-

tals and other health care facilities re-
quire new nursing hires to have a bache-
lor’s degree in nursing.

Many nursing schools have “RN to
BSN” programs that enable registered
nurses with associate degrees to get the
additional training they need for their
bachelor of nursing degrees. And nu-
merous accelerated programs, like the
one Mirande Gross will start in May, al-
low people to fill in their nursing educa-
tion gaps in a compressed time frame.

Not every nursing student sees the
pandemic as an opportunity. Steven
Bemben worked as a paramedic in
Uvalde County west of San Antonio,
Texas, during the first months of the
pandemic. Personal protective equip-
ment was hard to come by, and some-
times the calls to transport very sick
COVID-19 patients came nonstop.

“It was extremely stressful, and peo-
ple were getting fatigued and burned
out,” said Bemben, 33, who had been on
the job for nine years.

Last October, he quit his paramedic
job, and in January he started a two-
year bachelor’s nursing program at the
University of Texas-San Antonio. (He
already has an associate degree, al-
though not in nursing.)

When Bemben finishes school, he
hopes the pandemic will be in our col-
lective rearview mirror.

“By the time I graduate, I’m trying to
stay optimistic that we’ll be past all this
stuff,” he said.

KHN (Kaiser Health News) is a non-
profit news service covering health is-
sues. It is an editorially independent
program of KFF (Kaiser Family Founda-
tion) that is not affiliated with Kaiser
Permanente.
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“In the pandemic we saw an

increased visibility of

nurses, and I think that’s

been inspirational to many

people.”
Deb Trautman
President and CEO of the American Association of
Colleges of Nursing


