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The coronavirus and shifting  
attitudes towards virtual care 

Healthcare providers, patients and regulators’ level of 
comfort with virtual care services as a supplement to 
more traditional forms of healthcare has been increasing 
gradually for several years in Canada. However, as 
the coronavirus crisis has developed, we have seen 
substantial signs that healthcare providers, professional 
bodies and regulators are turning urgently to virtual care 
to address the specific demands of providing assessment 
and treatment in the current circumstances. Many within 
the healthcare and technology sectors are predicting  
that the response to the pandemic could accelerate 
the take-up and mainstream acceptance of virtual care 
services in Canada over the longer term. 

Virtual care adoption in Canada has been relatively 
limited to date. A recent paper published by the Canadian 
Medical Association highlighted, for example, that 41% 
of Canadians would like to have video consultations with 
their doctors, but only around 4% of family physicians 
offered such a service1. Prior to the pandemic, there 
had been signs that the medical profession was 
acknowledging such limitations and seeking to address 
them. In February, a joint taskforce created between 
the Canadian Medical Association, the Royal College of 
Physicians and Surgeons in Canada and the College of 
Family Physicians of Canada issued a major report with 
recommendations for scaling up virtual medical services2. 

Virtual care is seen in particular as having major potential 
benefits in serving healthcare providers and communities 
in rural and more remote areas.         

The ink had barely dried on the taskforce’s report 
before the coronavirus crisis developed and the impetus 
for the deployment and use of virtual care intensified 
significantly. Almost all provincial and territorial health 
authorities have expressly asked or encouraged doctors 
to provide their services via telemedicine or virtual care 
as far as possible3. They have introduced other changes, 
including to billing codes. For example, Alberta and 
Ontario have introduced virtual care codes for mental 
health services (with Ontario’s code referring specifically 
to “psychotherapy, psychiatric or primary mental health 
care and counselling”4). As well as caring for patients 
impacted directly by coronavirus, this suggests a 
recognition that the remote provision of mental health 
and wellness support is also a critical component of  
the response.

Virtual care supports many of the approaches being 
recommended to reduce the risk of coronavirus 
transmission. Notably, it enables patients to connect 
with a medical professional remotely without having to 
leave their home and risk catching the virus, or infecting 
others. This social distancing can be vital for patients with 
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underlying conditions, who are often frequent users of 
healthcare services and who need to be especially careful 
not to expose themselves to infection. There is also a role 
to play in reducing the risk to healthcare professionals 
and support staff on the frontline of healthcare provision, 
thus reducing their need to self-isolate, which in turn 
affects the capabilities of the healthcare workforce. 

In the first few weeks of the crisis, a variety of digital 
health platforms and providers have identified a surge 
in demand for their services, suggesting a significant 
change in a short space of time5. The coronavirus 
response could produce a significant change in the 
types of patient who become habitual users of virtual 
care. Many early adopters have been relatively young 
patients, who are often more accustomed to accessing 
a broad range of services remotely and appreciate 
the convenience and flexibility that an online medical 
consultation can bring to their busy schedule. Many 
patients with chronic conditions have also benefitted 
from telehealth solutions that allow them to build remote 
monitoring and consultation technologies into their care, 
often in collaboration and with the encouragement of 
their healthcare provider. However, it is among older 
patients, more accustomed to receiving face-to-face 
health services, where the most significant shift is likely 
to occur, especially in circumstances where they are being 
actively discouraged from visiting their doctors’ clinic or 
the emergency room. 

At a time when the healthcare sector generally is concerned 
about its ability to provide essential services and high 
numbers of staff are at risk of becoming sick or having to 
self-isolate, virtual care could be confronted with stretched 
resources at a time of unprecedented demand. The crisis is 
also creating huge levels of demand upon the technologies 
themselves and their robustness will be tested. Providers 
must be vigilant that standards of care are maintained 
as additional patients and commitments are taken on, 
particularly on an expedited basis.

The coronavirus crisis has also led to warnings of a 
heightened cybersecurity threat as cybercriminals look 
to exploit the situation. The healthcare sector globally 
has reportedly seen an increase in cyberattacks6 and 
telehealth providers are a likely target for such efforts, 
particularly given the amount of data exchanged and 
stored to facilitate the smooth running of services. 

It is key that cyber security measures and employee 
awareness training are maintained and updated 
in response to the risks, to try to reduce exposure 
to a ransomware attack, or the substantial loss or 
compromise of data.  

The insurance response has been developing in recent 
years to support the emerging virtual space and the wide 
range of health and tech providers. In a complex risk 
environment, firms need to ensure their coverage bridges 
the range of risks, including medical, technology and 
cyber liabilities.
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