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Avoiding the Problem
of Avoided Care

When we think of the impacts of COVID, the first thing we think of are the 
over 550,000 people who have unfortunately lost their lives due to this 
pandemic.1  But there are other, less obvious impacts – those who 
delayed care and ended up with advanced disease because of the delay. 

� A Rock Hill SC resident had her annual mammogram appointment cancelled in
March 2020 because of COVID, and wasn’t sure when she should reschedule.
In August, she noticed a lump under her arm, and was finally able to get into the
doctor’s office for an appointment in October, and received a diagnosis of Stage 2
breast cancer, requiring surgery and chemotherapy.2

� Or a woman in her mid-40s turned up in an eastern Pennsylvania emergency
room in March 2021 with severe neurologic symptoms suggestive of a stroke. Her
doctors said that by the time she came in, it was too late, and she passed away.
Although survival isn’t always guaranteed, coming in earlier would have provided
her a better chance for effective treatment. Her family had pleaded with her to go
to the emergency room – but she refused, afraid of catching COVID.3

These are just a few examples of delayed care, which can include 
anything from routine visits, follow ups, preventive care, dental and eye 
care to emergency room visits for serious conditions.
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Why are people avoiding care? 
The number one reason was fear of contracting COVID. But 
60% of those who delayed or missed care said they weren’t 
able to make an appointment with their provider, their usual 
place of care closed or moved to a location difficult to access.5  
And a more recent study showed that for 40%, financial issues 
were the major reasons to avoid or delay care6    – which may 
be why patient visits still haven’t return to pre-pandemic levels, 
even as worries about COVID infection decrease. 

As doctors, we’ve seen the consequences 
of avoided care firsthand 
A recent national survey found:

 � One-third of those who delayed care experienced a 
significant worsening of their problem7 

 � 37% of primary care doctors said that their patients with 
chronic illness who delay care are in worse health.8    

 � Levels of anxiety and mental health problems were four 
times as high in people who avoided or delayed care.9   

 � Avoiding going to the emergency room for sudden, serious 
illnesses like a heart attack or stroke was the major cause 
of increases in death rates for these conditions in 202010 

There are solutions – and employers 
can help 
Employers know that delayed care and worse health means 
more absenteeism, lower productivity, and the loss of valued 
workers.11 Employers can play a critical role in encouraging 
their workforce to seek care when needed, by:

1. Helping employees get the facts. The risk of contracting 
COVID in a doctor’s office or hospital is very low – 
especially now that there are safety procedures in 
place and a higher percentage of vaccinated healthcare 
workers. Focus on recommendations from trusted 
authorities, like the CDC, and emphasize real-life stories – 
they can be big motivators.

2. Stressing the importance of preventive screenings. 
Offering incentive programs through health insurance 
carriers helps ensure employees get their yearly checkups 
and preventive screenings. 

3. Making sure access to care isn’t a problem. Employers 
can work with their health insurer and local health care 
organizations to make sure employees are able to get 
the health they need. Telehealth is here to stay -- it has 
proven to be an effective way to decrease the hassle 
and work time needed for a doctor’s visit. Employers can 
make sure this service is available through their primary 
care network, so that employees don’t have to use a 
service that isn’t linked to their medical records or regular 
doctors.12 

4. Providing insurance – it’s essential. If employees don’t 
have health insurance that covers preventive screenings 
and necessary care, they’ll continue to avoid seeing 
a doctor. Disability insurance is also important, so 
employees can take the time they need to recover from 
an illness or injury. Good coverage – including telehealth 
– encourages early, effective care. And taking care of 
problems promptly not only saves lives. It saves money, 
since treating problems early is easier, and means less 
time lost from work. 
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What % of working-age U.S. adults 
significantly delayed or avoided 
care because of COVID?4

25%
dental care

21%
primary or 
specialty care

16%
preventive health 
screenings or tests

41%
medical care for 
a chronic health 
condition

52%
care for a mental 
health condition
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