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The Impact of COVID-19 on Healthcare
Services Use for Ontarians with
Spinal Cord Injury/Dysfunction

People living with spinal cord injury/dysfunction (SCI/D)
often have multiple health conditions with higher healthcare
needs (primary care, specialists, emergency department
(ED) visits, and hospital admissions). 

Major changes to health services and systems can
unequally impact people with SCI/D.
The COVID-19 pandemic shifted access to healthcare
in different ways, including online and over-the-phone
communication, which have challenges and benefits. 
For example, online and phone visits can be difficult for
non-native English speakers, people with intellectual
disabilities, or limited resources, but can be beneficial
to those experiencing physical accessibility challenges.

We wanted to understand how often and in what ways (in-
person vs. phone or video; ED visits and hospitalizations)
people living with SCI/D in Ontario used healthcare during
the COVID-19 pandemic. We call this ‘healthcare use’. 
We also wanted to identify any changes in how individuals
with SCI/D used healthcare before and during the pandemic. 
To do this, we used provincial health administrative data
from Ontario  to select 5754 individuals with SCI/D living in
the community who were diagnosed from 2004-2014.
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We looked at healthcare use and delivery at three periods:

Flexibility in how healthcare services are provided is
necessary to quickly adapt to changing situations.
Administrative health data is required to help flag
service gaps and ensure the system is responsive.
Exploration of individual experiences can help ensure
that changes in care delivery meet individual needs. 
Reduction in hospital and ED admissions may suggest
care avoidance or reduced access, and not less need.

Defining the Issue

What did we do to better understand the issue?

What can we learn from this for future
pandemics and crises?

Before Pandemic 
(Mar 2015-Feb 2020)
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Early Pandemic 
(Mar 2020-May 2020)

Pandemic Period 
(Jun 2020-Mar 2022)

Healthcare use by people with SCI/D decreased during the
COVID-19 pandemic (‘early pandemic’ and ‘pandemic’).
Use of video and over-the-phone care significantly
increased since before the pandemic. 
Overall, healthcare providers used virtual care to make up
for in-person visits and maintain healthcare use. 
The use of virtual care decreased physical and
environmental barriers to care (e.g. accessibility of
buildings, transportation) for people living with SCI/D.
However, there may be people living with SCI/D who are
not receiving the healthcare they need.

What were the experiences of people
with SCI/D in accessing healthcare?

Overall, during the pandemic (‘early pandemic’ and
‘pandemic’), there was lower use of physician and
specialist visits. Although the number of visits
increased as the pandemic went on, they did not
reach levels seen before the pandemic. 
Additionally, ED visits and hospital admissions
largely decreased at the start of the pandemic, and
while there was some increase throughout, they
never reached pre-pandemic levels.

What did we find out about healthcare
use during the pandemic?

Before the pandemic, telephone and video calls were rarely
offered. However, during the pandemic, there was an
immediate increase (over 1000%) in these types of visits.
Additionally, there was a large drop in in-person visits in the
early pandemic, compared to before the pandemic.

What was the impact of the
pandemic on healthcare delivery?

 We used data from ICES, an independent, non-profit corporation that houses health administrative data in the province. 1
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