
ACCOUNTABILITY FOR CANADA’S COVID-19 RESPONSE

The predictable crisis of covid-19 in Canada’s long term care homes
Sharon Straus and colleagues argue that residents, families, and staff in long term care homes in
Canada were failed by governments during the pandemic and need coordinated efforts across federal,
provincial, and territorial governments to safeguard these populations
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Key messages

• Canada’s long term care homes (LTCHs)—including
residents, their family and friend caregivers, and
staff—experienced among the highest proportion of
deaths among all covid-19 deaths worldwide

• This crisis was predicted in more than 100 reports
and inquiries over the 50 years preceding the
pandemic

• Three contributors to Canada’s poor performance in
LTCHs during the pandemic were inadequate attention
to growing resident complexity; longstanding failure
to support the LTCH workforce; and a lack of
integration within health and social systems

• Fragmented LTCH, health, and public health systems
led to variable responses across provinces and
territories

• Unprecedented coordination and collaboration at
federal and provincial or territorial levels are needed
to create an integrated health system with funding
and accountability

Lessons from the pandemic
People living and working in long term care homes
(LTCHs) (box 1) inCanada—mostly older adults—were
disproportionately affected by covid-19.1 LTCH
residents accounted for 3% of covid cases in Canada
and 43% of related deaths by December 2021, among
the highest proportion of LTCH covid-19 deaths
worldwide.1 2 LTCH residents were prioritised for the
covid-19 vaccine rollout and by 15 March 2021 95%
had received their first dose.1 Outbreaks and deaths
declined but continued; more LTCH outbreaks
occurred in 2022 than in 2020 and 2021 combined as
vaccination booster uptake varied.3 In 2022 covid-19
was the leading cause of hospital admissions of older
adults in Canada.4 Compared with before the
pandemic, LTCH residents received lessmedical care,
experienced increased antipsychotic use, and had
less visitor contact, resulting in social isolation.5 6

Box 1: Long term care homes in Canada

• Canada is a nation of 40 million people with 10
provinces and three territories

• The Canada Health Act7 defines the health services
that must be included by each provincial health
insurance programme to qualify for federal funds,
guaranteeing universality, comprehensiveness,
portability, accessibility, and public administration

• The federal government provides Canada Health
Transfer Funds to the provinces to deliver healthcare.

Education and regulation of healthcare professionals
is also a provincial responsibility7

• LTC is not publicly insured under the Canada Health
Act and is governed by provincial and territorial
legislation. As such, jurisdictions differ in range of
services and cost coverage

• Health Canada defines residential LTC as “living
accommodation for people who require onsite
delivery of 24 hour, 7 day a week supervised care
including professional health services, personal care,
and services including meals, laundry, and
housekeeping”8

• There is no common definition of LTC across provinces
and territories in Canada

• Health Canada says “there is little consistency across
Canada in what facilities are called, the level or type
of care offered and how it is measured, and how
facilities are governed and who owns them”8

• Assisted living facilities, seniors’ residences, and
retirement homes are for residents who are more
independent than those in LTCH and medical and
personal care are limited1

• Home care (including personal support and
healthcare) is available in each province and territory
for people living in their own home, but access is
variable and typically round-the-clock care is not
available unless privately funded

• In 2019-20, governments spent C$13.6bn on facilities
based LTC with C$13.2bn from the provinces9 10

• A federal Parliamentary Budget Office report
estimated in 2021 it would cost C$13.7bn to
implement the range of changes suggested over the
course of the pandemic to improve care, including
increasing pay and benefits for workers and
mandating a minimum of 4 hours of direct care for
each resident each day9

• Residents of LTCHs are financially responsible for
rent, laundry, and housekeeping, and charges to the
resident vary by province or territory and whether the
home is for profit or not for profit. This cost could be
more than C$100 a day (excluding private, for-profit
homes) in some jurisdictions and may be adjusted
based on resident means10

• LTCHs can be publicly or privately owned:
‐ o All publicly owned LTCHs are not for profit
‐ o Privately owned LTCHs are for profit or not for

profit; most receive public funds for provision of
services

• The regulated LTCH workforce typically includes
registered nurses, licensed practical nurses, and other
health disciplines (such as physiotherapists,
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recreation therapists, occupational therapists, dietitians, and spiritual
providers). Physicians providing care may include primary care
physicians and geriatricians

• The unregulated LTCH workforce includes care aides—sometimes
known as personal support workers or care assistants, among other
terms

• Typically, residents receive fewer than 4 hours of direct care a day
and the majority (more than 80%) of this is provided by care
aides.11 -13 Care aides are unlicensed and unregulated, although
Alberta is exploring regulation.

International comparisons of deaths from covid-19 among LTCH
residents is challenging because of differences in testing capacity
and policies, approaches to recording deaths, LTCH definitions,
andopendata sharing.14 In a February 2021 report from22 countries,
41% (325 000) of covid-19 deaths were among LTCH residents.14 As
of August 2021, around 46% (681) of covid-19 deaths in Australia15

occurred among LTCH residents and 28% (29 611) in the UK.16 While
Australia and Scotland prioritised LTCHs for vaccination, England
initially prioritised healthcare staff.17 Lockdowns and visitor
restrictions also varied.17 By May 2022, Finland (65%) and Norway
(57%)had thehighest proportionsof covid-19deaths inLTCHamong
25Organisation forEconomicCo-operationandDevelopment (OECD)
countries, alongside lowest overall covid-19 mortality.18

While various factors (appendix 1), including chronicunderfunding,
contributed to the LTCH pandemic crisis, reviews identified critical
modifiable components of Canada’s poor performance: inadequate
attention to growing LTCH resident complexity, chronic failure to
support LTCH staff, and a lack of LTCH integration within health
and social care systems.19 20 More than 100 reports completed over
50 years pre-pandemic identified that these factors needed urgent
attention.19 20 Indeed, pre-pandemic mortality in Canada’s LTCHs
was among the highest in the world, almost 50% over one year. 21

What caused the LTCH crisis in Canada during the
pandemic?
Resident complexity
Growing LTCH resident complexity challengedpandemic response.
Over the past 10 years, LTCH residents’ clinical complexity grew
substantially while length of stay declined.22 Compared with 2000,
ahigherproportionof residents admitted toLTCH in 2015hadgreater
multimorbidity and physical limitations.23 Residents in 2021-22 (fig
1)were older,more functionally dependent, andhadmore complex
health and social needs and advanced dementia.24 Residents
therefore enter LTCHs later in the trajectory of their chronic
conditions and have shorter lengths of stay, creating highly
compressed dependency, complexity, and acuity.22 23 Covid-19
infection further increased resident acuity.
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Fig 1 | Long term care homes (LTCH) in Canada

Workforce failures
For decades, Canada, alongside many other countries, has failed
adequately to support, educate, or remunerate LTCH staff, creating

a situationunable to absorb the covid-19 crisis. Siloing of LTCmeans
scant national data on its workforce including demographics,
numbers working across several LTCHs, and training.21 Provinces
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report data differently—including paid care hours and worked care
hours—or not at all.

The number of LTCH staff relative to the population aged 65 years
and older is lower in Canada than the OECD average, although
recent, comprehensive national data are unavailable.25 The
estimated number of LTCH staff in Canada dropped from 4.1 per
100 people aged 65 years and older in 2011 to 3.6 in 2016. Evidence
indicates this ratio is inadequate to meet LTCH resident needs.26 In
2022, researchers in Ontario estimated that almost 30 000 LTCH
staff (registered nurses, registered practical nurses, care aides) will
need to enter the market by 2035—increasing current staff by almost
50%27—with similar staffing needs in other provinces.11 28 These
numbers are underestimates as they do not consider the increase
in direct care from 2.75 to 4 hours per resident a day, a goal in many
jurisdictions.

LTCH staff are underpaid and undervalued. They earn around half
of what of their acute care counterparts do.25 Many of Canada’s
LTCH workforce are older racialised women (over-represented by
45% compared with the general population); more than 35% are
foreign born, one of the highest proportions of any country.25 29 -32

Unregulatedworkerswhoprovide 80-90%of direct LTCHcare often
workpart time inmultiple settings tomake a livingwage, frequently
without benefits.29 30 Compared with other healthcare workers,
LTCHstaff diagnosedwith covid-19weremore likely to live in lower
income areas, with a higher household density, and live with other
essential services workers.33 Throughout the pandemic, low waged
essential workers were at highest risk of covid-19 and its
consequences. This raises questions about how the intersection of
ageism (towards residents), sexism (LTCH residents and staff more
likely to be women), and racism impacted LTCHs and pandemic
response.

LTCH staff were isolated and stressed by implementation of
restrictive essential visitor policies, lack of personal protective
equipment (PPE), lack of infection prevention and control (IPAC)
training, fear of contacting or transmitting covid-19, and grief over
resident and colleague deaths.34 These factors contributed to
burnout andmoral distress, exacerbating infection risk andaffecting
staff retention.35

Failure to integrate
LTC is not well integrated with community care (such as primary
care), other continuing care settings (such as retirement homes),
or acute care (hospitals). These sectors largely ignore the frequent,
important transitions across settings, including outbreaks.36 Many
LTCHsdidnot have pandemic preparationplans (such as care plans
for residents with covid, visitation policies, PPE access, IPAC
support). In the first wave of the pandemic, acute care hospitals
developed pandemic plans often without adequate consideration
of impact on LTCHs such as PPE access.37

What strategies were implemented and did they work?
Broadly, strategies to manage the pandemic in Canadian LTCHs
were not pre-planned—they evolved through each wave and varied
by jurisdiction.2 In the initial waves, four primary mandates were
implemented at varying times across provinces: declaring a state
of emergency, restricting non-essential visitors, mandating masks,
and expanding tests to LTCH staff and residents.2 LTCHs in some
provinces, such as British Columbia, initially fared better because
of more rapid implementation of these protective mandates.2 38

Outbreaks continued, however, as initial strategies failed to support
LTCH staff,2 such as with the provision of sickness benefits, for
example. Later strategies included collaborations between acute

care hospitals and LTCHs to provide assessment and treatment in
place; emphasis on infection prevention and control, including
resident and staff vaccine prioritisation; expansion of staff models
(including task shifting); incentives and single site employment;
management of visitor access; and development of national
standards. Notably, the lack of preparedness led to military
deployment to LTCHs inOntario (box 2) andQuebec during covid-19
outbreaks.37

Box2:ObservationsbyCanadianArmedForcesondeployment toOntario
LTCHs

In mid-April 2020, the Canadian Armed Forces were deployed to care for
residents in seven LTCHs in Ontario (Canada’s most populous province)
that were experiencing uncontrolled covid-19 outbreaks. Military
personnel were deployed within 12 days to these homes and provided
an initial report37 of their experiences to the federal government in May
2020. This report was shared with provincial leaders and media.
Based on two weeks of observation, substantial problems were raised
including the reuse of PPE by staff while treating multiple residents (a
result of limited PPE access; lack of staff awareness that gloves and
gowns should be changed after caring for each resident; and a culture
of fear because of PPE costs). The report cited inadequate processes for
managing residents who were at risk of wandering and who had covid-19,
thereby risking infection of other residents; lack of bed linen and wound
care supplies; as well as pest infestations (cockroaches, ants) at several
homes.
Staff overload and burnout were reported, as well as aggressive and
inappropriate behaviour by staff towards residents. The report described
substantial staff shortages. In one home, there was one registered nurse
for 200 residents and in others, one personal support worker (care aide)
for 30-40 residents. Lack of staffing contributed to residents failing to
receive appropriate nutrition or personal care including bathing and
toileting. Military personnel reported hearing residents crying out for
help from 30 minutes to two hours, while awaiting staff response.
In their final report in 2021, the military reported that at one home, 26
residents likely died from dehydration prior to their arrival, as well as
structural problems such as lack of adequate ventilation and cleaning.39

Of note, the Canadian Red Cross deployed personnel to LTCHs in Ontario
until January 2022.40

Assessment, treatment, and stabilisation
After the first covid-19 wave, several provinces adopted an
assessment, treatment, and stabilisation in place policy to avoid
hospital admission hazards such as delirium and falls. While some
raised concerns about potential overuse, this policy was consistent
withChoosingWiselyCanadaguidelines,which recommendagainst
transferring residents to hospital unless their urgent care needs can
notbemet onsite.41 Programmes includedcommunityparamedicine
outreach for LTCH residents42 43 and linking acute care hospital
physicians with LTCH counterparts to support unwell residents44

and avoid transfers.

Managing infection prevention and control
LTCHs attempted different strategies to expand staffing resources;
introduce IPAC training for staff; group purchase IPAC supplies
such as masks; and enhance cleaning.45 46 Most provinces limited
LTCH admissions to reduce multi-occupancy rooms.38 45 46 Once
covid-19 vaccines were available, vaccination for residents and staff
was prioritised over the general population and staff vaccine
mandates implemented.Vaccines initially hada substantial impact,
reducing infections and deaths among LTCH residents and staff by
90% between January and March 2021.1 By the end of 2021, 84% of
LTCHs responding to a national survey reported that 95% of
residents were fully vaccinated (two doses) and almost 88% of
LTCHs reported 95% staff vaccination coverage.45 Similarly, second
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vaccines and subsequent boosters were prioritised for LTCH
residents and staff, althoughnational data onLTCHbooster uptake
are not available. There are nonational data on the effect of vaccine
mandates on staff retention or illness. Vaccines mandates have
largely been rescinded by provinces, leaving the burden of decision
making responsibility to LTCHs.

Expand staffing models and incentives
Someprovinces createdunregulated staffingpositionsor redeployed
existing staff (task shifting) to support covid restriction
implementation in LTCHs, such as visitor screening and cleaning.47

To incentivise and retain staff, payments to LTCH staff were
common,withmany jurisdictions increasingwages temporarily.48-52

Many provinces implemented sickness benefits and a single site
policywith fulltimehours guaranteed.53 -55 The federal government
implemented a financial benefit to support those who were ill with
covid-19 or had to isolate. Notably, sickness benefits in all
jurisdictions were not implemented until later pandemic waves,
were often limited to a few days, and, recently, were rescinded in
provinces includingOntario. Single site policies had theunintended
consequenceof reducingavailable staff across sites andcare sectors,
affecting care in LTCHs and leading to social isolation of community
dwelling older adults.56

Exclusion and inclusion of family or friend care givers
From pandemic onset, most provinces attempted to keep LTCH
residents and staff safe by restricting visitors.57 When community
spread lessened in summer 2020, on-site visitation—initially
outdoors and subsequently through a designated person—was
implemented in some jurisdictions.57 Initial restrictive measures
wereperceived tohavedevastating effects on residents by increasing
loneliness, depressive symptoms, and behavioural problems,
although no Canada-wide data are available.58 These concerns led
to questions about the residents’ right to live at risk.59

Provincial legislative changes
Multiple covid-19 pandemic reviews (appendix 2) were conducted
across Canada with recommendations for legislation to improve
LTC, but action is slow. For example, in November 2021 and May
2022 respectively, the Quebec ombudsperson60 and coroner61

released LTCH reviews on the impact of government covid-19
decisions such as transferring patients from acute care to LTCHs
during initial pandemic waves, where more than 69% of covid
related deaths subsequently occurred. Recommendations included
staffing improvements and converting private LTCHs to publicly
funded.61 No implementation progress was reported to date. It is
unclear if any of these reviews will have a substantive impact given
no legislation has passed outside of Alberta and accountability
processes are lacking.

National LTCH standards
In response to the LTCH covid-19 crisis, in January 2023 the Health
Standards Organisation released a national LTC service standard,
including a guideline for a minimum of 4.1 hours of direct care per
resident per day.62 Given the voluntary nature of the standards,
their impact is unclear.63 The federal government stated it will not
legislate their implementation as LTC is under provincial or
territorial jurisdiction. This jurisdictional matter is unlikely to be
resolvable without federal legislation accompanied by transfer of
significant funds with accountabilities—improbable in the current
context. The federal government has, however, begun early
engagement to develop a new Safe LTC Act; it is unclear if this
federal legislation will be aspirational or have significant authority.

What’s happening now in LTC?
Covid-19hasnot disappeared fromLTCHs, and it is unclear if lessons
are being remembered. LTCHs continue to struggle with ongoing
covid-19 infections among residents and staff, resident deaths from
covid, and the workforce crisis.64 65 In August 2022, Ontario passed
legislation allowing patients awaiting LTCH admission to be moved
from acute care hospitals to an LTCH without their consent in order
to relieve pressures in acute care hospitals. The LTCH can be up to
70 km from their home, worsening isolation.66 In August 2022,
Quebec implemented a policy to allow four people per room in
LTCHs, despite ongoing outbreaks.67 Most provinces dropped the
single work site policy. While various provincial pandemic LTCH
reviews recommended increased staffing to 4 hours of daily direct
care, no jurisdiction achieved this.

Questions for a national inquiry
Worldwide, interestedparties called for pandemicLTC inquiries.6869

This call was unheeded in Canada but there are multiple reports
that identify questions and actions. Based on three modifiable
contributors to the LTCH covid-19 crisis—inadequate attention to
growing resident complexity, longstanding failure to support LTC
staff, and a lack of LTC integration within the health and social
systems—we outline recommendations to improve LTCH resident
outcomes and questions for a national inquiry or royal commission.

The complexity of LTCH resident needs and LTCH demand will
increase as chronic disease and frailty rates rise, lack of dementia
prevention and treatment continues, legislators and health
authorities inadequately tackle the social determinants of health,
and the social isolation crisis grows.70 While we can learn from
countries such as Denmark and Norway that invest more in direct
care for older adults to live independently in the community, LTCHs
will remainnecessary.71 Moreover, increasedcommunity investment
will increase LTCH residents’ complexity, requiring enhancedLTCH
staffing.71

Where Canada and others can make immediate progress is in
stabilising the LTCH workforce and learning from countries such
as Denmark, which provides substantial LTC staff training and
remuneration yielding improved resident quality of life.72 73 In a
June 2020 national policy brief,19 we outlined evidence based
recommendations (appendix 3) to support LTCH staff. We
recommended that the federal government commission and
implement a data based assessment of national LTCH standards for
staffing, which must be achieved by tying funding to them.19

Federal funding must be tied to data collection requirements and
accountability including on resident and staff quality of life, which
are currently non-existent. Provincial governments must use these
data to implement evidence based mandatory accreditation,
regulation, and inspection of LTCHs. LTCH residents, care givers,
staff, and managers must be engaged in these processes. LTCHs
urgently need to raise hours of direct care to 4.1 hours per resident
perday,which is impossiblewith the current fundingandworkforce.
Provincial governments must implement salary alignment with
acute care counterparts; it is worrisome that pandemic benefits
were rescinded. LTCHworkforce burnout existedpre-pandemic and
the pandemic significantly exacerbated it.7 31 74 Tackling workforce
wellbeing is necessary and can be done through co-designed
employee assistance programmes, improved workplace
communication and inclusivity, and integration of unregulated
workers into decision making.

These recommendations are difficult to achieve without relevant
data. For example, at pandemic onset, provinces did not know the
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proportionof care aidesworking across different LTCHs.Nonational
data exist on resident and staff intersecting demographics such as
race, gender, and language.Without these data,we cannot support
current staff or accuratelymodel ourhealthhumanworkforceneeds,
resulting in scooping workers from other countries. We need to
increase our training capacity and cannot continue reliance onother
countries (typically low and middle income countries) for staff.

We pose several questions for a national inquiry, which include the
extent to which LTCH residents, their families or essential care
partners, and staffwere involved in policy andpandemic response,
and how it led to social isolation among older adults. It also needs
to consider the contribution of inadequate data—including those
on LTCH quality of care, resident and staff quality of life and social
determinants of health, and staffing— to outbreaks and pandemic
response. It should examine how failure to support LTCH staff with
a living wage and sickness benefits contributed to pandemic
morbidity and mortality and whether the workforce crisis was
exacerbated by LTCH policy. Finally, it should explore if LTC is
prepared for the next public health emergency.

Using the inquiry results and the model of the Canada Health Act,
we need a universal public LTCH plan that is accessible and funded
and where federal funds are attached to relevant evidence based
outcomes, holding LTCHs and provincial governments
accountable.19 Achieving this requires major collaboration across
federal and provincial and territorial jurisdictions. If we fail again,
we fear we will experience another predictable LTC crisis, risking
the lives of more older adults and those who care for them.
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