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• The world is experiencing an unparalleled COVID-19 pandemic which highlighted the
important role and contribution of critical care nurses worldwide.

• Argentinean health authorities and critical care organizations have delivered country wide
education and support strategies to upskill the critical care nursing workforce.

• The challenges include to tailor a pandemic response in a context of a weak and fragmented
health system and shortage of critical care nurses.

• Argentina needs to invest in expanding specialty education, enhancing critical care nursing
leadership, and improving working conditions of critical care nurses.
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INTRODUCTION
The world is experiencing an unprecedented pan-
demic of Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)
caused by thenovel SevereAcuteRespiratory Syn-
drome Coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2). The highly
infectious SARS-COV-2 achieved global presence
in a few months and did challenge governments
and healthcare systems worldwide. Nurses are in
the frontline of pandemic response, with inten-
sive care nurses being responsible for looking
after the most vulnerable COVID-19 patients
within the health systems. In this article we pro-
vide a perspective on the challenges criticalcare

nurses are experiencing to face COVID-19 in
Argentina and we offer a future direction.

The global crisis unleashed by COVID-19 exposed
the structural weaknesses of the health systems
andmade noticeable the role of nurses and its spe-
cialized practice in critical care than never before.
By the end of December 2020, more than 80 mil-
lion people acquired COVID-19, and more than a
million and a half died globally (Dong et al., 2020).
The initial outbreak in Wuhan, China resulted in
more than 95 thousand affected and almost five
thousand deaths (Dong et al., 2020). While there
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is a great proportion of patients withmild disease
among those infected, 6%–14% of infected patients
required critical care (Phua et al., 2020). Nurses
comprise 60% of the global health workforce
(World Health Organization [WHO], 2020b) and
therefore, they are unique, essential responders
to the COVID-19 pandemic. The media showed
how critical resources, were fast mobilized to the
city of the initial outbreak. However, this was not
without a cost for the health personnel, who suf-
fered symptoms of depression, anxiety, insomnia,
anddistress (Lai et al., 2020). The challengeswere
replicated globally.

THE SITUATION IN ARGENTINA
In Argentina, 1,583,297 cases of COVID-19 were
documented by the end of December 2020 (see
Table 1), 42,650 (2.7%) of them died; 3,313
patients were in critical condition, and critically
ill COVID-19 patients and those of other condi-
tions occupied 52.6% of intensive care unit (ICU)
beds countrywide (Ministerio De Salud, 2020b).
There were, however, some northern Argentine
provinceswhichhad their local healthcare system
collapsed (Girón, 2020; Perfil, 2020). In this con-
text, representatives of the Argentine Society of
Intensive Care alerted the problem was not the
lack of equipment but the shortage of intensive
care professionals (Telam, 2020). Low wages and
inadequate working conditions have contributed
to this perennial problem (Alberto et al., 2005)
which is compromising the outbreak response.

Efforts were made by public health authorities–
and the population living the largest lockdown in
the world!–to strengthen the health system and
improve ICU bed capacity from 8,521 to 11,668
(Ministerio De Salud, 2020a). To support criti-
cal care staff, including critical care nurses, con-
tracts of resident health professionals in hospi-
tal training programs were extended nationwide
(Ministerio De Salud, 2020c). In addition, a large
district such as Buenos Aires City which concen-
trates the highest population density and finan-
cial resources, recruited retired personnel and
temporary staff (GCBA, 2020). Other provinces

TABLE 1. COVID-19 Cases per Argentine Province

Province Confirmed
cases

Buenos Aires 667,990

Santa Fe 171,770

Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires 170,327

Córdoba 125,093

Tucumán 70,407
Mendoza 59,609

Neuquén 39,365

Río Negro 37,277

Chubut 29,881

Entre Ríos 28,078

Chaco 23,847

Salta 22,239

Santa Cruz 22,208

Tierra del Fuego 18,739

Jujuy 18,506

Santiago del Estero 17,071

San Luis 16,032

Corrientes 11,383

San Juan 10,900
La Pampa 9,706

La Rioja 9,068

Catamarca 2,576

Misiones 1,011
Formosa 214
Total 1,583,297

Source: Ministry of Health, epidemiological
information, 27/12/2020.

and districts also hired available temporary nurs-
ing professionals. Additional national health poli-
cies included recruiting, mobilizing, and relocat-
ing critical care nursing workforce from large
provinces to small provinces and districts where
critical care nurses were urgently needed.

Despite significant logistic measures, intensive
care professionals remain scarce. The Argentine
Society of Intensive Care recommended nurs-
ing teams should have emergency, cardiology or
medical surgical nurses, and they were expected
to perform in teams lead by expert critical
care nurses. However, most recruited staff were
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new graduates, or with limited professional
experience, hampering the expected team com-
position. Experts stressed that intensive care
specialty training takes an average of 4 years,
and to obtain adequate workforce in such a
short timeline may not be achievable (Telam,
2020). Additionally, 63,837 health professionals
(4.3% of total infections) including nurses were
infected, and amongst them 397 were unfortu-
nately lost according to the December report on
the status of healthcare workforce (Ministerio De
Salud, 2020d). The problem worsened. Because
it is common nurses holding multiple jobs (Aspi-
azu, 2017), a nurse on sick leave also affected
other hospital where he/she was employed. Pub-
lic health strategies were hampered by underly-
ing unattended problems.

In early 2020, a National Nursing Directorship
(NND) was created under the National Direction
of Human Capital of the Argentine Ministry of
Health. This NND is the highest nursing author-
ity in the country, and it was instrumental to
mobilize online educational resources and sup-
port to upskill the available nursing workforce
(Dirección Nacional De Capital Humano, 2020).
The online training, led by the Critical Nurs-
ing Chapter of the Argentine Society of Intensive
Care, an organization member of the World Fed-
eration of Critical Care Nurses, and the Argen-
tine Federation of Nursing reached nurses from
all provinces. Topics included clinical manage-
ment of COVID-19 patients, organization of inten-
sive care services, cohort models of care and
team skill mix. In addition, critical care experts
provided additional in-site support to those dis-
tricts where the health system was overwhelmed
(Czubaj, 2020). Despite the supporting strategies,
providing every critically ill patient a competent
nursing care (Bloomer et al., 2019;Williams et al.,
2006) was a difficult task, andmay not be possible
given an unparalleled global health concern. Nev-
ertheless, the value, vocation, courage, and com-
mitment of nurses performing in Argentine ICUs
is remarkable.

The COVID-19 pandemic in Argentina has high-
lighted lasting underlying issues such as an
expensive and inefficient health system and poor
working conditions of nurses. It is unfortunate
the health system is fragmentated, with subsys-
tems working in silos and poor coordination,
lack of systems to collect reliable information
and poor infrastructure (Rubinstein et al., 2018).
These characteristics resulted in a costly, ineffi-
cient, and unequal health system (Rubinstein et
al., 2018). It is obvious nurses can’t have better
conditions than the health systemwhere they per-
form. Nurses’ lack of social recognition, meager
salaries, inadequate union representation, and
multiple employment (Aspiazu, 2017) made nurs-
ing an unattractive profession. Despite the lack of
updated and reliable information on the number
of nurses and their qualifications at national level,
the shortage is evident (Observatorio Federal De
Recursos Humanos En Salud, 2018). Argentina
was unable to provide information on working
conditions, regulation, management, and lead-
ership of the nursing profession to the Global
report on the State of Nursing in theWorld (WHO,
2020b). The Argentine healthcare system and the
nursing profession have long been neglected; it is
time for a change.

Despite the challenges Argentinean critical care
nurses face the future is promising. National
regulation of the Ministry of Health states ICU
staffing must consist of critical care nurses with
specialized education if such resource is avail-
able (Resolución 748 / 2014, 2014). A specialty
university qualification is obtained after a bache-
lor of nursing degree. However, a regional work-
force report showed Argentina had the lowest
proportion (11%) of bachelor nurses in the Amer-
icas with the remaining being technicians and
aids (Cassiani et al., 2018). Having such a small
proportion of bachelor nurses (Cassiani et al.,
2018), it is not surprising an important num-
ber of ICUs are understaffed (Torre et al., 2019).
On the other hand, the modest expansion of
postgraduate degrees in critical care nursing
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witnessed in the last decade is promising with
four universities providing an accredited spe-
cialty degree (Coneau, 2020). Despite this, obtain-
ing the specialty degree does not make a dif-
ference in the benefits of intensive care work,
probably because of the small number of spe-
cialized nurses. Other advancement includes the
development of professional organizations,which
became stronger and gained international recog-
nition (Federación Latinoamericana De Enfer-
mería En Cuidado Intensivo, 2020). Todays’ sce-
nario of critical care nursing in Argentina is bet-
ter than years ago (Alberto et al., 2005), still there
is much to be done.

The workload of critical care nurses in Argentina
is much higher than the recommended stan-
dards, and there are challenges to meet COVID-
19 patient’ needs. The World Federation of Crit-
ical Care Nurses recommends a nurse–patient
ratio of 1:1 for ventilated or unconscious patients
(Bloomer et al., 2019; Williams et al., 2006),
and the national standard recommend increasing
the nurse–patient ratio according to need (Res-
olución 748 / 2014, 2014). These ratios, either
national or international, are very difficult to
achieve. In a survey of critical care nurses from
thepublic andprivatehealth sectors inArgentina,
71% of surveyed reported a nurse–patient ratio
of 1:3 or greater and this ratio was signifi-
cantly associated with burnout syndrome (Torre
et al., 2019). Previous staffing problems worsen
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The novel
coronavirus affected health professionals, which
represent 4,3% of all infections by December 2020
(Ministerio De Salud, 2020d) further weakening
the health workforce. Furthermore, there were
media claims of shortage of personal protective
equipment (PPE; Delfino, 2020) and colleagues
reporting PPE available had poor quality, with
some practitioners buying their own PPE. The
combination of shortage of qualified staff, staff
stress, and interruptions in the provision of PPE
likely could have led to critical care nurses being
infected resulting in challenges to meet recom-
mended standards of care.

FUTURE DIRECTION
The situation described in this article is not
unique to Argentina, but a global concern. To call
for action to support the nursing profession glob-
ally in commemoration of 200 years of Florence
Nightingale birth, the WHO has declared 2020
“the year of nursing” (The Lancet, 2019). Thus,
WHO urges countries to invest in education, ade-
quate working conditions, and training of nurse
leaders (WHO, 2020b). In line with these recom-
mendations, the “Nursing Now” campaign aims
to raise the status of nursing to improve global
health (The Lancet, 2019). Global leaders are call-
ing tomeet themomentum for all to have access to
timely, competent, and essential health services
(WHO, 2020a).

The pandemic is an unprecedented tragedy and
an opportunity to change the future of Argen-
tine critical care nurses. As never before the soci-
ety recognized the value, courage, and commit-
ment of critical care nurses who are perform-
ing at risk of their own lives. The society, pol-
icymakers, heath authorities, and themedia have
praised and applaud critical care nurses. It is the
time for these stakeholders to move from praise
and applause to demand government actions to
provide sustainable conditions for critical care
nurses to develop their craft at university level, to
perform to the full extent of their skills and at the
high standard Argentina deserves.

There is a relationship between elevated stan-
dards for nursing and patient outcomes. The
higher the proportion of bachelor nurses, the
lower the risk of hospital death (Aiken et al.,
2014). High standards in critical care nursing,
such as specialist training and adequate nurse–
patient ratios result in lower adverse outcomes
(Chamberlain et al., 2018). Similarly, specialized
critical care nursing leadership in charge of the
ICU decreases patient mortality as does the fre-
quency of mechanical ventilation (Fukuda et al.,
2020). Investing in education, supporting leader-
ship, and providing adequate working conditions
for critical care nurses must become a priority.
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CONCLUSION
Every critically ill patient has the right to receive
compassionate, competent and safe care. Despite
the surge of public health strategies deployed
for strengthening theArgentineanhealth system,
meeting this right in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic, may not be achievable for every Argen-
tinean in need. It is up to us to find a sustainable
solution for each Argentinean to access a high
standard of critical care nursing he/she has the
right for.
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