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The declaration of COVID-19 as a global pandemic was met with a call for Canadians to 
stay home as workplaces, schools, businesses, and community spaces shuttered. Yet, the 
doors of the health care system have remained open and individual providers, hospitals, and 
organizations rapidly adapted to care for Canadians in this complex new environment. Clinicians 
and providers have encountered and managed a myriad of challenges, including initial shortages 
of personal protective equipment, surges of COVID-19 patient care demands, a rapid shift to 
virtual care, and a depleted health care workforce. In the pandemic era, the Choosing Wisely 
Canada campaign has taken on new meanings and urgency.1

Patient expectations of care and health care utilization patterns also rapidly changed in response 
to the pandemic. A systematic review on the impact of the pandemic on health services 
utilization in mainly high-income countries found that utilization decreased by more than 
one-third in the early months of the pandemic.2 The authors overlay these findings with existing 
evidence that up to one-third of health care services offer no clinical value to patients.3 This 
has been supported by Canadian data as well.4 For example, March and April 2020 saw a 50% 
decline in emergency department visits in Canada. Similarly, hospital admissions decreased in 
this period by 36%, driven in part by an almost 50% decline in surgical procedures.5 

There are clearly drops in utilization for necessary health care services and procedures during 
the pandemic; however, there is growing literature suggesting that some decreases in utilization 
have been driven by declines in overused and low-value tests and treatments.6 As resources have 
shifted to pandemic priorities and essential care needs, these unnecessary tests and treatments 
have also declined. This may be due in part to rapid shifts to virtual care, as well as patients and 
providers weighing the costs of contact. The pandemic added a layer of risk consideration of 
contracting COVID-19 during medical appointments, procedures, or tests, as well as concerns 
about consuming scarce personal protective equipment.7

When the pandemic recedes, it will be imperative to rebuild and meet the challenges ahead. 
In the post-pandemic era, and with its anticipated financial constraints, health care systems 
may need to continue to do more with less. There is an anticipated surge of patient demands 
including addressing backlogs of deferred and delayed care such as surgeries.8 Further, the 
pandemic is both indirectly and directly driving population health needs for mental health 
services as well as chronic disease management. Sustained reductions in low-value tests and 
treatments can help meet these needs.

Choosing Wisely Canada and CADTH are proactively working to highlight key recommendations 
from evidence-based lists of recommendations to inform priorities for rebuilding, which include 
avoiding low-value care. Rebuilding the health care system in the post-pandemic era needs to 
take into account a diversity of perspectives on how to prioritize high-value care for those who 
need it most, including clinician, patient, and policy expert perspectives. 
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