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S E C T I O N  I

Introduction
The global COVID-19 pandemic has affected every 
 Canadian and every facet of our society.

COVID-19 has—without question—hit us economically, 
socially and emotionally; the results have been felt by  
every Canadian, particularly in relation to our mental 
health. The Government of Canada quickly stepped up to 
provide financial support to individuals and businesses.

Governments at all levels are filling the gap in social 
services for people with  disabilities, individuals on 
social assistance, renters, low- income  residents, and 
 essential workers.

In spite of this support, one of the unforeseen   
consequences of the pandemic is the impact on 87% 
of the population likely to be affected by one or more 
of these chronic diseases throughout their lifetime: 
ALS,  Alzheimer’s,  arthritis, cystic fibrosis  (CF), diabetes, 
 hemophilia,  Huntington’s,  inflammatory bowel disease, 
kidney disease, liver disease, lung disease,  multiple 
 sclerosis (MS), muscular  dystrophy, or  Parkinson’s. Or 
those affected by a major health issue such as cancer, 
heart disease or stroke.

And they are the parents, the grandparents, the  neighbours 
and the loved ones who care for them.
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HealthPartners Canada wanted to paint an accurate and 
 comprehensive picture of the pandemic’s impact on 
the millions of Canadians facing major illness, and their 
 caregivers. In early 2021, we partnered with Abacus Data, 
one of Canada’s leading public affairs and market research 
experts, to hear from  Canadians directly about their 
 experience with COVID-19—particularly those who are 
already dealing with health issues, and their  caregivers. 

The 16 health charities that HealthPartners represents 
have had to be creative, inventive, and nimble. Shifting to 
online supports in place of in-person supports, and facing 
different kinds of demands, at a time when COVID-19 
 drastically reduced their fundraising revenues.

Health Charities have already sounded the alarm that 
the impact of COVID-19 will be far-reaching; delays in 
 diagnoses, treatments and research will have a long- 
lasting impact on our life expectancy, our health care 
system and the resiliency of our country. 

The findings of this survey are clear, we are currently in 
A Silent Wave: The Shadow Pandemic of Chronic Illness, 
and we need to address this now.

of Canadians living with one or more chronic 
diseases have started to lean more heavily  
on intermediate support services outside  
the healthcare system like those offered  
by health charities.

30%

of caregivers feel more overwhelmed than 
before the pandemic, and 53% feel the toll 
on their mental health. 

of Canadians living with a chronic illness/
major illness have faced challenges 
 accessing treatment and care.

62%

66%

We are currently in A Silent Wave:  
The Shadow Pandemic of Chronic Illness
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S E C T I O N  I I

Key Findings
Canadians who have a chronic health condition face 
unprecedented—and increased consequences from 
COVID-19. So too do their family, caregivers, and the 
health charities they depend on to deliver on-the-ground 
programs and services.

Memory clinics for people with Alzheimer’s, teachable 
camps for children with diabetes or cancer, respite 
care for caregivers needing a break, transportation to 
 appointments and equipment loans for people living with 
MS—or ALS. All essential…All impacted by the pandemic. 

A highly infectious disease like COVID-19 increases the 
vulnerability of people living with a chronic condition 
because they are both at greater risk of contracting the 
virus and, in many cases, will be more severely affected 
if they do. An already increased vulnerability to stress 
and anxiety is exacerbated further by the spectre that is 
COVID-19, and the financial, emotional and social impact.

Overall highlights in the HealthPartners report:
 • COVID-19 has severely impacted on the delivery of 

diagnoses, treatment, and care for people living with 
chronic illness.

 • Mental health issues are significant.
 • Caregivers are being left behind.
 • The impact for those with chronic disease will continue 

past the point where Canadians are vaccinated.
 • This is not just an immediate issue: those living with 

chronic disease—and their caregivers—have signaled 
that they will not just continue to rely on health 
 charities to help them through the immediate crisis, 
but will increase their reliance moving forward.
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F I N D I N G  # 1 :
COVID-19 Has Severely Impacted on 
the Delivery of Diagnoses, Treatment, 
and Care for People Living With 
Chronic Illness

In the early months of the pandemic, our focus was to 
diagnose and treat people for COVID- 19 and preventa-
tive measures. As a result, Canadians living with a chronic 
illness, whom the pandemic has directly impacted, have 
been sidelined or mostly overlooked.

The impact to the delivery of treatment and care has 
been unprecedented:

 • 30% have experienced a cancellation regarding 
screening and diagnostic appointments.

 • 43% of Canadians living with one or more chronic/
major illness have experienced a cancellation/delay in 
their treatment.

 • 45% say the delays in accessing treatment have had a 
negative impact on their quality of life.

 • 51% of caregivers say the additional care they’ve taken 
on has impacted their finances.

 • One-third (34%) are relying more on support programs 
and services that they did not need to access before 
the pandemic.

It should be noted that pre-pandemic, many  Canadians 
relied on the programs and services delivered by our  
health charities in communities across the country. 
Dietary clinics. Transportation services. Respite Care. 
Social   Workers. In-home care. All of these have been 
impacted by COVID-19; at the same time that  surgeries, 
diagnostic procedures and other procedures have 
been delayed. Canada’s health charities began to 
sound the alarm about the health impacts of those  
living with chronic disease/major illness as the 
pandemic began to unfold: The HealthPartners research 
gives voice to those fears. 

have experienced a cancellation 
regarding screening and  
diagnostic appointments.

30%
say the delays in accessing treatment 
have had a negative impact on their 
quality of life.

45%
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of Canadians living with one or more chronic 
illnesses say that the impacts of COVID-19  
on their ability to access these services have  
had a negative impact on their mental health.

50%

of caregivers say their 
mental health has been 
negatively impacted by 
the pandemic: 15-points 
higher than those who are 
not in a caregiving role.

71%

F I N D I N G  # 2 :
Mental Health Issues Are Significant

In addition to the well- documented  effects on the mental 
health of  Canadians as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
people living with one or more chronic illnesses face 
 additional strain: 

 • 55% of those with a chronic illness/major condition are 
worried about the virus. This is 12 points higher than 
those without a  condition/illness.

 • 50% say that the impacts of COVID-19 on their ability to 
access health services have had a negative impact on 
their mental health, 43% say it's had impacts on their 
relationships with family and friends, and 30% say it's 
impacted their ability to keep up with work.

 • 57% of caregivers say the changes to community care 
and services are making them increasingly worried 
about the mental health of their loved ones.

Canada’s health charities have stepped into the breach: 
they have invested in research about the impact of 
 COVID-19; they have recalibrated their services to meet 
Canadians where they are; they are investing in research 
about how COVID-19 affects those with chronic disease.
They are on the front-line in providing solutions. 

F I N D I N G  # 3 :
Caregivers Are Being Left Behind

Canadians caring for family members with chronic 
disease/major illnesses paint a much bleaker picture of 
the impacts to treatments, support services and quality of 
life than even of those with an illness or disease. They are 
faced with the burden of caring for family, working, and 
bearing the responsibility of caring for a loved one with 
one or more chronic illnesses, and are buckling under 
the strain. 

 • 62% of caregivers feel more overwhelmed than they 
did prior to the pandemic.

 • 71% of caregivers say their mental health has been 
negatively impacted by the pandemic. This is 15-points 
higher than those who are not in a caregiving role.

 • 53% say specifically the extra work they’ve taken  
on has started to impact their own mental health.
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F I N D I N G  # 4 :
The Impact for Those With  
Chronic Disease Will Continue  
Past the Point Where Canadians  
Are  Vaccinated

The HealthPartners findings show an alarming trend: a 
looming “silent wave” shadow pandemic. Diagnostic and 
treatment delays due to the redirection of resources to 
address the COVID-19 pandemic are already worsening 
the health of Canadians living with one or more chronic 
illnesses which will likely continue post COVID:

 • 30% of Canadians report having experienced  
a screening/diagnostic cancellation. 

 • 56% of Canadians with chronic illnesses say decisions 
to postpone treatments will have implications for their 
treatment plan.

 • 65% of caregivers see a negative impact on the 
progression of their loved one’s illness.

 • A recent Heart & Stroke study (Nov 2020) reinforced 
these findings; 14% of people living with a heart 
condition, stroke or Vascular Cognitive Impairment said 
their symptoms were getting worse;  26% of caregivers 
observed worsening symptoms in those they cared for.

 • A Canadian-led study, published in the British Medical 
Journal 1 in November 2020, demonstrated that even 
just a four-week delay in cancer treatment increased 
risk of death by approximately 10 per cent. 

 • Canadians believe government has a responsibility  
to develop a mitigation strategy to address the  
surge in demand for health services to avoid any 
further long-term consequences to the system.  
And they  specifically urge the government to 
support health charities.

1 BMJ 2020;371:m4087
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https://www.heartandstroke.ca/what-we-do/media-centre/news-releases/survey-finds-people-living-with-heart-disease-or-stroke-feel-vulnerable-during-pandemic
https://www.bmj.com/content/371/bmj.m4087
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A year into the pandemic, health charities are now  sounding 
the alarm about the postponement of  potentially life- 
saving diagnostic and screening services. For  example, 
fewer mammograms and stool tests don’t mean fewer 
people are getting breast cancer or colorectal cancer; it 
means fewer diagnoses, which may lead to higher cancer 
mortality rates.

Health researchers are also highlighting the fact that less 
research due to dwindling resources will impede finding 
new ways to treat chronic illness.

This current and future shadow pandemic is happening 
at the same time that health charities are under strain 
given that their ability to fundraise has been limited by 
COVID. Some have seen revenue reductions of 50% at 
the same time that 34% relied more on support programs 
and services. Sixty-four percent plan to access more 
support programs and services from organizations like 
health  charities once the pandemic is over. The impact 
on  charities does not just impede their ability to support 
 Canadians and their families; their ability to invest in 
life-saving research has also been put on hold. 

People with a chronic/major illness face significant health 
issues every day and receive support from Canada’s most 
trusted health charities. 

When those programs and services that are the  hallmark of 
your treatment plan are postponed or even cancelled, your 
health is impacted directly. All of these findings  indicate 
that there is a formula in the making for A  Silent  Wave: 
The Shadow Pandemic of Chronic Illness.

HealthPartners and our  member  charities 
are now  sounding the alarm: Canadians 
cannot afford this  ‘silent wave.’ 

A chronic illness pandemic has implications that are 
far-reaching and potentially devastating on our country's 
recovery. Further encumbrance on our already strained 
healthcare services will result in more delays of  diagnoses 
and treatments of major health conditions, longer wait-
lists, a surge in the need for mental health services, an 
increase in our vulnerable population and the need for 
 caregivers. As it stands, the Canadian healthcare system is 
not equipped to rise to these challenges. 

Now is the time for the Canadian government and its 
 citizens to work together to prevent this from happening 
by becoming health champions. #HealthChampionsCan 
turn the tide of this silent wave. 

7
of caregivers plan to access more 
services within the healthcare system 
for their loved one once the pandemic 
is over, compared to pre-pandemic 
levels. Sixty-four percent plan to 
access more support programs and 
services from organizations like health 
charities once the pandemic is over.

71%
of Canadians living with one or more 
chronic illness say the government’s 
decision to postpone treatments will 
have implications for their treatment 
plan. Including 20% who say these will 
be long term consequences.

56%
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To turn the tide of this silent wave, HealthPartners and  
its members ask that governments recognize health 
charities as an essential component of the healthcare 
system. They provide necessary supports and services 
to Canadians with chronic disease and their caregivers, 
divert demands away from the formal healthcare system, 
and provide a lifeline at a time when people have nowhere 
else to turn. This invaluable assistance is why we are 
 calling on governments to provide much-needed support 
to health  charities.

It is also imperative that governments and Canadians 
recognize the vital role health charities play vis-à-vis 
research, treatments, and diagnoses for chronic diseases, 
particularly during the COVID-19 response to finding a 
vaccine.2 This response is just one example of more than 
150 medical breakthroughs and advances that health 
charities have leveraged.

HealthPartners also invites Canadians to help build  a 
healthier Canada by joining our  #HealthChampionsCan 
movement and visiting our website:  www.health 
championscan.ca It is the first step in advocating for and 
supporting   healthier communities, healthier workplaces, 
and ending the shadow pandemic of chronic illness. 

2 The Cancer Discovery journal states, "The authorized vaccines, 
BNT162b2 (Pfizer; BioNTech) and mRNA-1273 (Moderna), follow 
 essentially the same blueprint as the companies' various RNA-based 
vaccines now in clinical testing for cancer." DOI: 10.1158/2159-8290.
CD-ND2020-018 Published February 2021.

S E C T I O N  I I I

Turning the Tide of this  
Silent Wave

Acknowledge the role of health charities 
 in the healthcare system.

Acknowledge the role of health charities' 
research in finding treatments and cures. 

Join the #HealthChampionsCan movement 
to help build a healthier Canada.
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S E C T I O N  I V

Appendix
About HealthPartners

Building a healthier Canada! HealthPartners is your  
 connection to Canada’s most respected and well-
known health charities, which  represent some of the 
most  devastating chronic  diseases and serious illnesses 
faced by Canadians. Through a unique partnership with 
these charities, we engage and connect with employers 
and employees in the national, provincial and municipal 
public sectors and in private- sector workplaces across 
the  country.

About Abacus Data

Abacus Data | Abacus Data is an innovative, fast- growing 
public opinion and marketing research consultancy. We 
use the latest technology, sound science, and deep 
experience to generate top-flight research-based advice 
to our clients. We offer global research capacity with a 
strong focus on customer service, attention to detail and 
exceptional value. We are the only research and strategy 
firm that helps organizations respond to the disruptive 
risks and opportunities in a world where demographics 
and technology are changing more quickly than ever.

To learn more visit: abacusdata.ca

Survey Methodology
The survey was conducted with 3,000 Canadian residents 
aged 18 and older from January 9th to January 13th, 2021. 
A random sample of panelists were invited to complete 
the survey from a set of partner panels based on the Lucid 
exchange platform. 

These partners are typically double opt-in survey panels, 
blended to manage out potential skews in the data from a 
single source. 

The margin of error for a comparable probability-based 
random sample of the same size is +/- 1.7%, 19 times out 
of 20. The sample size of those with chronic disease/
major illness was 1,144 respondents. The margin of error 
for a comparable probability-based random sample of 
the same size is +/- 2.8%, 19 times out of 20. The sample 
size for caregivers of those with chronic disease/major 
illness was 524 respondents. The margin of error for a 
 comparable probability based random sample of the 
same size is +/- 4.2%, 19 times out of 20. The data were 
weighted according to census data to ensure that the 
sample matched Canada’s population according to age, 
gender, educational attainment, and region. Totals may 
not add up to 100 due to rounding. 
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Our Members
For more about HealthPartners, our members, and the #HealthChampionsCan campaign, 
visit www.healthchampionscan.ca
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