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COVID-19 cases across the country have continued to 
increase since the holidays, driving hospitalizations to 
record highs. In addition to coping with strains on capacity 
and staffing, hospitals now are at the forefront of the 
COVID-19 vaccine rollout to health care workers and the 
general public. Hospitals face challenges of unpredictable 
shipments, staff uptake, and adequate resources to quickly 
administer millions of vaccine doses. Although there is 
hope that the Biden administration’s national COVID-19 
strategy will help support hospitals through the vaccine 
distribution, questions remain on ways hospitals can 
manage large-scale vaccination while treating masses of 
COVID-19 patients and staffing testing sites. 
 
Essential Hospitals Look for Ways to Manage Capacity 
Hospitals face dire constraints on capacity and record 
numbers of COVID-19 patients. Hospitals in southern 
California are near or over capacity, and many have 
operated under contingency care status, asking residents 
to avoid unnecessary hospital visits. Some California 
hospitals have assembled field units to accommodate the 
surge. Other factors have strained capacity: Los Angeles 
hospitals have experienced trouble placing some 
discharged COVID patients due to refusals by some 
nursing homes to accept patients that have been 
hospitalized. Elsewhere across the country, surging 
numbers of COVID-19 cases have forced North Carolina 
hospitals to expand capacity, a Virginia hospital to divert 
patients to other hospitals, and a Kentucky hospital to put 
two patients per room outside of the intensive care unit 
due to record hospitalizations. 
 
Hospitals Struggle to Maintain Staffing Levels 
Hospitals have struggled to maintain sufficient staffing, 
and many have turned to external medical staff to help 
meet the need. In southern California, the Fire and Rescue 
Mutual Aid System has provided additional paramedics, 
and medical teams from the U.S. Department of Defense 

have been deployed to assist two Los Angeles hospitals. 
Hospitals in Missouri have accepted nursing student 
volunteers, and a Michigan hospital welcomed 
supplemental nurses sent by a New York-based hospital as 
a part of a strategic alliance. Despite this assistance, gaps 
remain. A hospital in Massachusetts cited staffing as the 
biggest challenge to getting a local field hospital up and 
running, and a Missouri hospital identified staffing 
shortages as its biggest daily problem. 
 
Essential Hospitals Vaccinate Staff and Communities 
Because health care workers were prioritized as the first to 
receive new COVID-19 vaccinations in much of the 
country, hospitals began receiving doses shortly after the 
Pfizer and Moderna vaccines received emergency use 
authorization. Many hospitals created plans for 
immunizing staff, ensuring that workers at the highest risk 
of coming in contact with COVID-19 patients received 
vaccinations first. 
 
After working to provide the first doses of vaccine to health 
care workers, hospitals began administering second doses 
in mid-January. Hospitals further along in the process also 
have begun vaccination campaigns for the general 
population, targeting the elderly, those with chronic 
medical conditions, and essential workers. Several 
hospitals have launched drive-through vaccination clinics, 
and some have even begun setting up mass vaccination 
sites in arenas, stadiums, and zoo parking lots. Once up 
and running and adequately supplied, these sites will be 
capable of vaccinating as many as 3,000 people a day. 
 
Challenges with Vaccine Delivery Plague Essential Hospitals 
Although hospitals have been working hard to provide 
vaccinations, they have experienced formidable challenges. 
Unpredictable vaccine deliveries have been a problem, and 
there has been uncertainty around the timing and number 
of doses hospitals are set to receive, directly impacting 
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their ability to schedule vaccinations. Some hospitals have 
received fewer doses than anticipated, and others have 
received unexpected deliveries intended for other 
recipients, such as health departments. 
 
Staff uptake also has been a problem, and several hospitals 
have reported that as many as 40 percent of hospital staff 
have declined or elected to delay the vaccine. To ensure 
that lack of trust in the vaccine does not persist when 
distribution is extended to the general population, 
hospitals also have been taking steps to ensure vulnerable 
communities get vaccinated. One Massachusetts hospital 
has worked with the local community health center and 
other trusted community aid organizations to ensure 
community members have equitable access to vaccine 
information. Other essential hospitals are collaborating 
with community partners to reach out to local barbershops 
and churches to share information about the vaccine. 
These hospitals are emphasizing culturally tailored 
messaging for their target populations. 
 
Hospitals also have faced resource challenges with vaccine 
distribution. As mentioned previously, hospitals have had 
difficulty managing the influx of patients requiring 
COVID-19 treatment, following up with recovered patients 
in an outpatient setting, and maintaining testing locations 
for their communities. At the beginning of the vaccine 
rollout, the federal government did not allocate specific 
funding to assist with distribution. This has been 
somewhat alleviated with the passage of the $900 billion 
COVID-19 relief bill in late December, which included 
$8.75 billion for the vaccine rollout, including to help pay 
for additional staffing. 
 

With the new administration in Washington, D.C., the 
national vaccine distribution strategy is about to change. 
The Biden team plans to expand vaccine prioritization 
groups, create more vaccination sites, increase supply, 
mobilize personnel to help administer vaccines, and 
launch a public education campaign. With additional 
supplies, personnel, and logistical assistance, hospitals 
might be able to overcome some challenges they have faced 
to this point, accelerating distribution of these much-
needed vaccines. 
 
Essential Hospitals Continue to Research and Innovate 
Essential hospitals also have continued to commit 
themselves to advancing new treatments and vaccines. 
Some hospitals have created clinics to provide outpatient 
services for post-COVID-19 patients. One essential hospital 
in Utah has created an outpatient program that focuses on 
respiratory rehabilitation. Other hospitals have continued 
researching treatments, such as stem cell infusions to help 
correct inflammatory responses and treat severe COVID-
19. Many hospitals continue to participate in vaccine 
research, including new Johnson & Johnson and Novavax 
clinical trials. Finally, with an increased focus on SARS-
CoV-2 mutations and emerging variants, several hospitals 
have taken up researching these new variants to determine 
the potential impact they might have on population 
caseloads and the effectiveness of therapies and vaccines. 
 
Emily Schweich contributed to this report. 


