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Pa la br as  c lave:  Co ro navir us  infectio ns;  nursing ,  ro le  of  nursing ,  nursing  now.

The year  2020 is  recognized as  the international  Year  of  the  N urse  and Midwife,  acco rding  to  the 
declaration  of  the  72nd Wo rld  H ealth  O rganization  Assem bly,  celebrated in  Geneva ,  Switzer land in 
2019.  There,  G hebreyesus  (1)  asser ted that  the wo r k  of  nursing  professionals  is  invaluable  fo r  the 
health  of  peo ple  around the wo r ld ,  and he exalted the wo r k  d one by close to  twenty mill ion  nursing 
professionals  in  o rder  to  fu lf i l l  the  sustainable  develo pm ent  and universal  healthcare o bjectives . 
Fo r  their  par t ,  the  International  Counci l  of  N urses  and the N ursing  Now cam paign  in itiated a 
glo bal  m ovem ent  to  im prove the conditions  in  which  nursing  professionals  wo r k  and give care, 
pro m oting  better  wo r king  conditions  and m o re social  recognition  fo r  the profession .  Fur ther m o re, 
the  Nightingale  Challenge 2020 has  the pur pose of  helping  the develo pm ent  of  the  next  generation 
of  nurses  as  leaders ,  professionals  and defenders  of  health ,  and show that  nursing  is  an  exciting  and 
gratifying  profession .

Acco rding  to  Wo r ld  H ealth  O rganization  (WH O)  data  (2),  nurses  represent  alm ost  50% of  the  health 
labo r  fo rce.  Of  the 43 .5  mill ion  health  wo r kers  in  the  wo r ld ,  it  is  estim ated that  27.9  mill ion  are 
nurses ,  of  which  the m ajo r ity  --  19.3  mill ion  --  are  professional  nurses;  nonetheless ,  50% of  m em ber 
states  of  the  WH O repo r t  having  less  than th ree nursing  professionals  per  1 ,000 inhabitants .  Th is 
ratio  has  been included as  a  develo pm ent  indicato r  by the Wo rld  Ban k  ,  which  recognizes  countr ies 
l ike  Iceland ,  New Zealand ,  and in  our  region ,  Brazi l  as  those countr ies  with  the best  nursing  per 
po pulation  ratio ,  s ignaling  the need fo r  urgent  im provem ent  in  th is  ratio  in  a  large par t  of  the 
planet  (3).  The  glo bal  strategy on hum an resources  fo r  healthcare,  Wo r kfo rce 2030,  has  in itiated an 
info r m ation  cam paign  with  strategies  to  favo r  an  increase in  the num ber  of  nurses ,  m aking  their 
social  recognition  a  pr io r ity  (2).

Recib ido :  2020-04- 14

https://doi.org/10.18270/rce.v19i1
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3994-9822
mailto:gfuentesb@unbosque.edu.co


Rev. Colomb. Enferm.  •  Volumen 19  •  Número 1  •  2020  •  Págs. 1-4  •  ISSN: 2346-2000 (En línea) 2e017

Nursing and COVID-19: giving recognition to the profession in times of adversity  |
Genny-Paola Fuentes-Bermúdez

Concur rent  with  the glo bal  Year  of  the  N urse  and Midwife,  the  infection  by SARS-CoV-2  (COVI D-19) 
which  prod uces  an  acute,  grave respirato r y system synd ro m e has  caused a  glo bal  cr isis  without 
precedent  that  has  exposed the fragi l ity  of  health  systems (4).  Acco rding  to  data  by the COVI D-19 
panel  at  the  center  fo r  Systems Science and Engineer ing  at  the University  of  J ohn H o pkins ,  by Apr i l 
15 ,  2020 th is  i l lness  will  have caused a  total  of  120,863  deaths  and m o re than 1 ,935 ,646 conf ir m ed 
cases  around the wo r ld  (5),  generating ,  at  the  sam e tim e,  devastating  econo mic  and social  effects 
which  have prod uced the necessity  of  adapting  special  social  and health  conditions  in  m o re than 185 
countr ies  to  contain  the effects  of  the  pandemic  and co m bat  the international  sanitar y  cr isis .  In  th is 
process ,  health  professionals  have been protagonists  and the social  status  of  nurses  and their  wo r k 
d ur ing  tim es  of  vulnerabi l ity  has  been reconf igured ,  br inging  to  l ight  the capacities  of  the  profession 
and their  potential  d ur ing  international  sanitar y  em ergencies .

Nursing in the face of the current COVID-19 s ituation
Alm ost  130 years  ago ,  the  professo r  Lystra  G retter,  in  the  H ar per  hospital  in  Detroit  M ich igan ,  wrote 
“The Nightingale  Pledge”,  which  was  inspired by the wo r k  of  Flo rence Nightingale  in  the assistance of 
wounded d ur ing  the Cr im ean war,  and which  is  cur rently  used to  reaff i r m the co m mitm ent  of  future 
nurses  to  their  profession .  The text  of  the  pledge co m mits  future  nurses  to  dedicate  their  abi l ities  to 
the ser vice  of  their  fellow hum ans ,  d oing  ever ything  possible  to  elevate the level  of  nursing  (6).  The 
cur rent  glo bal  cr isis  im poses  on  ever y professional  a  reth in king  of  the  deontological  fundam entals 
dem anded by their  profession  and reaff i r ms what  was  pro posed by G retter  in  said  pledge:  even 
when the conditions  fo r  giving  care  are  adverse,  nurses  have been at  the vanguard fo r  so lutions . 
Th is  has  been exem plif ied d ur ing  the COVI D-19  cr isis .

The large num ber  of  affected peo ple  and the long wo r k  hours  needed fro m nurses ,  exposes  them 
to  r isks  related to  their  labo r  in  d if ferent  ser vices .  N ursing  care  dem ands close  contact  with  sick 
patients ,  which  involves  bio logical  r isks  and the possibi l ity  of  infection ,  but  also  a  large em otional 
to ll  fro m par ticipating  in  co m plex environ m ents  and in  cr itical  situations  with  patients  and families . 
Recent  studies  elabo rated in  countr ies  with  h igh  rate  of  contagion ,  l i ke  China ,  revealed that  the 
nurses  are  exposed to  stress ,  whether  the pr incipal  facto rs  that  increase their  stress  are   care  of 
ch i ld ren ,  wo r k  hours  per  week ,  o r  anxiety  (7);  nonetheless ,  they will  continue to  offer  care,  which 
shows a  par ticular  ethos ,  the  co m mitm ent  of  the  professionals ,  and the professionalism towards 
care  of  hum an l i fe.

Dur ing  Wo r ld  H ealth  Day 2020 (8)  the  United Nations  secretar y-general  Antonio  G uter res  h igh lighted 
the alar ming  situations  in  which  peo ple  affected with  the new vir us  are  attended ,  with  personal 
protection  gear  being  absent  in  the m ajo r ity  of  countr ies ,  co m bined with  excessive wo r kload 
without  precedent,  despite  which  nurses  have rem ained in  the dif ferent  spheres  of  attention ,  leading 
processes  fo r  health  care,  planning ,  and designing  strategies  fo r  public  health  and the ad ministration 
of  sanitation  and investigation .  Th is  situation  appears  to  have a  connection  with  the establish m ents 
of  the  Nightingale  Challenge 2020,  and should  be a  call  to  action  fo r  constr ucting  new and better 
scenar ios  fo r  the profession .  H oward Catton ,  general  d irecto r  of  the  International  Counci l  of  N urses , 
has  stated that  the nursing  response to  the pandemic  should  ser ve as  a  guide fo r  m odeling  future 
sanitar y  policies  around the glo be that  place nurses  at  the fo refront  (9).

H ospital  and the intensive care  units  have been places  of  special  im po r tance d ur ing  the cr isis , 
however  other  care  locations  should  be valued fo r  their  capacity  to  mitigate  hum an suffer ing.  H ealth 
systems are  establish ing  eth ical  guidelines ,  pr io r itizing  the assignation  of  scarce resources  (fo r 
exam ple,  m echanical  venti lato rs),  whi le  nurses  continue to  care  fo r  the m ost  vulnerable  po pulation , 
l i ke  the elder ly  and those with  ch ronic  i l lness ,  who have h igh  possibi l ities  of  not  having  access  to 
specialized care.  Th is  situation  shows the transversal  dem ands of  the  professionals  in  nursing  and 
of  the  health  and social  protection  system ,  being  able  to  take care  of  the  m ost  cr itical  patients 
with  the best  avai lable  technology,  as  well  as  patients  who were offered pall iative care  as  a  fo r m 
of  d ignifying  their  existence.  Retirem ent  ho m es ,  pr im ar y attention  ser vices ,  extram ural  programs , 
and h igh-vulnerabi l ity  po pulation  centers ,  l i ke  jai ls ,  can assist  their  m em bers ,  at  least  in  countr ies 
with  the best  levels  of  develo pm ent,  with  nurses  capable  of  eff iciency and autono m ous pro blem 
solving.  The speed with  which  health  systems were able  to  reo rganize  in  o rder  to  face the epidemic 
has  shown nursing  program’s  capacity  fo r  leadership  and fo r  so lving  the sanitar y  needs  of  m ultiple 
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po pulation  groups ,  a  capacity  which  should  facto r  in  whi le  deter mining  professional  co m petency, 
especially  in  countr ies  that  d on’t  have advanced policies  of  nursing  practice.

The social  recognit ion of nurses: present and future
G ratitude towards  nursing  professionals  and other  m em bers  of  the  health  team is  a  co m m on , 
co llective value d ur ing  pandemics .  M ona J uul ,  President  of  the  Econo mic  and Social  Counci l  of  the 
UN (8),  praised the wo r k  of  th is  group of  professionals  and asked fo r  gratitude toward the effo r t  that 
they do fo r  red ucing  the im pact  of  sanitation  em ergencies  in  the l ives  of  peo ple.  Around the planet, 
peo ple  per fo r m ed actions  of  gratitude that  constitute  a  sym bolic  act  toward the profession ,  and 
these actions  should  be acco m panied by institutional  effo r ts  to  im prove the q uality  of  l i fe  of  nursing 
professionals .  Im proved salar y,  access  to  h igher  learning  programs ,  better  wo r king  conditions ,  and 
professional  incentives  should  be develo ped as  par t  of  an  action  plan  that  recognizes  the ro le  of 
nursing  in  the health  system .

The avai labi l ity  of  hum an resources  in  nursing  could  be d ram atically  red uced in  the co ming years . 
Confronted by th is  possible  scenar io ,  the  International  N ursing  Counci l  (9)  has  m otivated dif ferent 
states  to  design  policies  to  attract  a  new generation  of  professionals ,  which  has  a  th in  relationship 
with  the social  recognition  of  the  profession .  A  year  designated by the UN and the social  conseq uences 
of  a  pandemic  are  facto rs  that  can generate sho r t-ter m effects  in  favo r  o r  against  future  cr isis ,  but 
concrete  actions  should  be taken to  develo p changes  that  im prove the conditions  of  practicing 
professionals .  The cur rent  COVI D-19  cr isis ,  Inf luenza A (H 1N1)  of  2009,  The SARS epidemic  of  2003 , 
as  well  as  the Ebola  and Aids  em ergency,  have m otivated international  recognition  fo r  the nursing 
profession  and have led to  str uctur ing  of  concrete  in itiatives  and actions  that  will  allow the closing 
of  social  gaps  in  the profession  in  the future  years .

Despite the adverse circumstances generated by COVID-19,  the year 2020 should leave as a legacy 
a com mon purpose:  to elevate the prof i le  and status of  nursing in  all  the world and close the gaps 
described in  the Tr iple Im pact Report  (10).  The role of  education and investigation will  be fundamental 
to support,  report,  and monitor  the different initiatives that come from these processes ,  as  well  as  the 
formation of  future nurses.  All  nursing professionals  should assume an essential  task for  the discipline 
after  the international  sanitar y cr isis:  to consolidate the social  recognition of  the profession .
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