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Take Care, Canada:
Blueprint for a National
Self-Care Strategy
Executive Summary

Self-care encompasses everything from making healthy
lifestyle choices to treating minor health ailments,
managing — or better yet — preventing chronic diseases,
and more. Self-care literally lets people take better care of
themselves, and it is essential to confident, independent,
healthy lives.
The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated the vital
importance of self-care. Until an effective vaccine is
widely available, the most important thing Canadians
can do during the pandemic is take care of ourselves
by following the advice of public health professionals —
limit our close contacts, wear face masks, and wash our
hands more thoroughly and frequently. Yet, self-care has
received relatively less attention and fewer resources
than are given to the publicly-funded healthcare system.
People are Canada’s greatest healthcare resource, but
their potential is too often underestimated and undervalued. Increasing Canadians’ capacity to take care of
themselves is inexpensive and will make individuals and
the population healthier. Effective self-care support will
also save time, money, and make our healthcare system
more sustainable by complementing more expensive
investments in the publicly-funded healthcare system.

Canada needs a national
self-care strategy that
• Recognizes and respects each person’s capability to
manage their health with the right supports, products,
and services;
• Provides Canadians with fair and affordable access to
self-care products and services; and
• Supports growth and innovation in Canada’s health
industries to help people care for themselves.

This blueprint for the
development of a National
Self-Care Strategy includes
• Principles to guide the development of a strategy
• Four focus areas for the strategy:
- Building the Foundation for a National Self-Care
Strategy
- Regulating to Maximize the Benefits of Self-Care
- Supporting Competitiveness and Incentivizing
Innovation
- Supporting Canadians to Practice Self-Care
• Specific opportunities for federal action in each focus
area
The time to act is now. Canada has an opportunity to
make self-care a cornerstone of health care in Canada
and emerge from the pandemic stronger than we were
before.
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What is SelfCare?
Self-care encompasses everything from making healthy
lifestyle choices to treating minor health ailments,
managing — or better yet — preventing chronic diseases,
and more. Self-care literally lets people take better care of
themselves, and it is essential to confident, independent,
healthy lives.
Until an effective vaccine is widely available, the most
important thing Canadians can do during the pandemic
is take care of ourselves by following the advice of public
health professionals to limit our close contacts, wear
face masks, and wash our hands more thoroughly and
frequently. Yet, unlike our largely successful approach
to preparing the publicly-funded healthcare system for
COVID-19, Canada does not have a clear strategy to
support the vital role of self-care in fighting the pandemic.

Self-care is the ability of individuals,
families and communities to promote
health, prevent disease, maintain
health, and to cope with illness and
disability with or without the support of
a health worker. The scope of self-care
as described in this definition includes
health promotion; disease prevention
and control; self-medication; providing
care to dependent persons; seeking
hospital/specialist/primary care if
necessary; and rehabilitation, including
palliative care.
– World Health Organization

There are seven pillars of self-care: health literacy,
self-awareness, physical activity, healthy eating, risk
avoidance, good hygiene, and optimal use of products
and services.1
The federal government has national strategies and
plans for most of the self-care pillars, including the
Healthy Eating Strategy and Canada’s Food Guide, the
Mental Health Strategy for Canada, the Canadian Drugs
and Substances Strategy, and A Common Vision for
Increasing Physical Activity and Reducing Sedentary
Living in Canada.
Yet, these strategies and plans are not coordinated under
an over-arching self-care strategy. Nor has Canada ever
developed a strategy dedicated to the consumer health
products and services people use every day to maintain
and improve their health. In focusing exclusively on
investments in the publicly-funded healthcare system,
we have missed opportunities to deliver complementary
and cost-effective solutions that will improve public
health outcomes, make our healthcare system more
sustainable, reduce absenteeism, grow the consumer
health product sector, and promote a healthier and more
productive society.

The 7 pillars of self-care

Health
literacy

Selfawareness

Physical
activity

Optimal use
of products
and services

Healthy
eating

Risk
avoidance

Good hygiene
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A National Self-Care Strategy—
Why Now?
The COVID-19 pandemic revealed how much Canada has
lost by not already having a national self-care strategy in
place.

Early stages of pandemic response focused heavily
on building hospital capacity, buying ventilators and
personal protective equipment, etc. Though there were
clearly challenges, we knew what needed to be done.
The thinking and resources in place for the publiclyfunded healthcare system itself revealed that we had the
foundations for strategies to address these issues.
Yet, more than six months later, Canada continued
to struggle with how to best support the kinds of selfcare behaviours (e.g. mask wearing, social distancing,
hygiene) that are our only means of controlling the
pandemic until there is wide-spread use of an effective
vaccine. Self-care is our first line of defence in public
health emergencies and requires the same kind of
support as the publicly-funded healthcare system.
Practicing self-care makes people themselves a key
resource in our healthcare system. Canada can only
seize the opportunity to optimize this resource when it
prioritizes citizens’ capacity to care for themselves, make
informed choices, and take control of their health.
In a May 2020 survey, 2000 Canadians were asked about
the management of their health before and during the
COVID-19 pandemic, including their self-care activities
and viewpoints.2 Approximately half of survey respondents
missed an in-person appointment with a doctor due to

the COVID-19 pandemic response measures. Of those,
more than half practiced a range of self-care activities —
19% took care of the problem themselves, 19% used virtual
care services, and 16% sought a pharmacist’s advice. More
than half of those who managed their health conditions
themselves during the pandemic were satisfied with the
results.
The survey showed that, overall, the COVID-19 pandemic
increased the interest of Canadians in their health and
motivated them to practice a range of self-care activities
and seek more information about their health. Half of
Canadians surveyed are now saying that they are more
comfortable practicing self-care, and 40% say they have
looked for more information on how to protect themselves
from COVID-19, as well as treat common ailments they
experienced since the pandemic began.
To meet Canadians’ self-care needs, Canada must
strengthen its consumer health products industry which
makes the health products Canadians rely on every day,
including pandemic prevention and treatment essentials
such as pain relievers, hand sanitizers, and cough and
cold medications. The industry’s capacity to thrive and
innovate faces longstanding challenges, as well as
unprecedented production, labor, material, and trade
disruptions caused by the pandemic.
This is a unique moment to realize the value and take
action to achieve the promise of helping people care for
themselves.
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Benefits of self-care
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), selfcare interventions contribute to improved outcomes
including:
• increased coverage and access
• reduced health disparities and increased equity
• increased quality of services
• improved health, human rights and social outcomes
and
• reduced cost and more efficient use of healthcare
3
resources and services.

Potential economic and social
returns in Canada
• A 2015 survey found that even tiny shifts in the balance
between practicing self-care and seeking professional
care would significantly increase capacity in the
publicly-funded healthcare system. If just the 2% of
Canadians with colds, headaches or heartburn who
seek professional care despite mild to moderate
symptoms shifted to self-care, we could eliminate
more than 3 million unneeded doctor visits annually
and free up sufficient physician resources to allow
an additional 500,000 Canadians access to a family
4
doctor.
• Canadian research has shown that switching
prescription drugs to non-prescription status can
have a major impact on how people manage their
health, on the cost of health care, and even on the
5
productivity of the Canadian economy.

3 major areas of impact
$458 million in reduced cost of
medicines

The greatest savings will be for employer and
government drug plans – and for millions of
individual Canadians without full coverage for
these medicines.

$290 million in reduced cost for
doctor visits

Evidence from around the
world
• In the United States, it is estimated that for every dollar
spent on consumer health products, 6 — 7 USD are
saved elsewhere in the healthcare system, through
reduced doctor visits, pharmacist dispensing fees and
6
prescription drug costs.
• In Australia, reclassifying a few select prescription
medicines as non-prescription could result in over 1
7
billion AUD in savings.
• In Europe, making just 5% of prescribed medications
for conditions suitable for self-care non-prescription
8
would save more than 16 billion EUR.
• After the United Kingdom identified self-care as one
of its four National Health Service pillars and instituted
supportive policies, use of publicly-funded healthcare
services reduced significantly, health and quality of life
9
improved, and NHS patient satisfaction increased.

Increased self-care will reduce the strain on
doctors and free up an estimated 6.6 million
appointments.

$290 million boost to Canada’s
workers and economy

By increasing productivity at work and reducing
absenteeism.
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Guiding principles for
development
Accountable
Governments
pursue measurable
health objectives
designed to
produce better
health outcomes
for Canadians

Empowering
People are
empowered,
through education
and support, to
make and enact
decisions about
their health and
well-being, and
are meaningfully
engaged in
government
decisionmaking

People-centred Individuals
are seen as active
participants in, rather
than passive recipients of,
health care, and actions
are designed
to meet their
needs and
interests

Evidence-based
Policies, programs,
legislation, and regulations
are based
on the best
available
evidence

Collaborative
All levels of
government,
industry,
academia, and
non-government
organizations
work together
to advance
integrated
solutions

National self-care
strategy
Resource-optimized
Resources are optimized
to their full advantage with
the objective of delivering
improved health outcomes
in a costeffective
manner

Relevant
Actions considered and taken
are responsive to the current
environment and emerging
trends
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Focus areas & opportunities for
federal action
Focus areas

Opportunities for
Federal Action

Building the
foundation for a
national self-care
strategy
Conduct a
parliamentary study
on the benefits of
self-care

Regulating to
maximize the
benefits of self-care
Regulate for a digital
environment
Integrate drug
scheduling into
the federal health
product approval
process

Supporting
competitiveness
and incentivizing
innovation
Apply an economic
lens to health product
regulation
Remove unnecessary
barriers to switching
products from
prescription to nonprescription status

Supporting
Canadians to
practice self-care
Improve self-care
literacy
Implement taxation
measures to support
and incentivize selfcare practices

Create regulator
accountability for
achieving health
benefits

Focus Area 1: Building the Foundation for a
National Self-Care Strategy
The World Health Organization recognizes the role of selfcare in addressing global health challenges including
healthcare worker shortages, lack of access to quality
health services for vulnerable and marginalized people,
adequate health infrastructure and technology, and
economic hardship resulting from out-of-pocket health
expenses. The Global Self-Care Federation contributes
to the WHO’s public health goals through collaboration
on projects that include the development of a SelfCare Readiness Index which aims to identify the critical
enablers for self-care readiness in a health system.
Countries have also recognized the value of self-care,
notably the United Kingdom which made self-care a pillar
of its National Health Service and continues to institute
supportive policies.
It’s time for a made-in-Canada self-care strategy that:
recognizes and respects that each person is ultimately
responsible for their health and capable of managing it
with the right supports, products, and services; provides
Canadians with fair and affordable access to self-care
products and services; and supports Canada’s consumer
health industries to thrive and innovate towards helping
people care for themselves.

Opportunity for Federal Action
Conduct a parliamentary study on the
benefits of self-care

Conduct a parliamentary study of self-care that: (a)
examines the current and potential future impacts of
self-care on health outcomes and healthcare system
sustainability, and makes recommendations on what
measures the federal government could implement to
optimize these; (b) examines the roles and responsibilities
of all levels of government and other actors in the
healthcare system, and makes holistic recommendations
for how all actors can work together to advance selfcare; and (c) considers how self-care can complement
Pharmacare and that essential products covered by
Pharmacare may be available without prescription
someday.
The parliamentary study of self-care could be carried
out in parallel with implementation of the proposed
measures that follow, as they are supported by evidence
and require prompt attention.
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Focus Area 2: Regulating to Maximize the
Benefits of Self-Care
The federal approach to consumer health product
regulation dates to 1920. While amendments have been
made to the Food and Drugs Act and its regulations since
that time, this legal foundation and the policies flowing
from it have not kept up with today’s society — its scientific
and technological advancements, consumer behaviour
and preferences, the digital economy, and more.

Opportunities for Federal
Action
Regulate for a digital environment

Consumer health products are currently regulated
primarily based on the traditional model of brick-andmortar store purchases within Canadian borders and with
detailed requirements for printed product packaging,
sometimes right down to the size of the font.

The digital tools and technologies to provide
consumers with the information they need
to make safe, informed choices are already
available and used.
SmartLabel, for example, is a manufacturer
and retailer initiative designed to help
meet consumer demand for easy access to
more information about products—more
information than could ever fit on a product
label.

But consumer habits are changing — online purchasing
is rising rapidly, accelerated by the pandemic. Statistics
Canada reports that retail e-commerce sales nearly
doubled from February to May 2020 alone, reaching a
record $3.9 billion.10
The rapid shift to e-commerce has emphasized how
differences in regulation for the same products can
impact price and consumer choice. If Canadians can’t get
the products they want at the price they want in Canada,
they will look elsewhere, particularly online and from the
United States, to find the same or similar products for less.
This results in foreign, unapproved products entering the
Canadian market.
Canada needs to embrace innovative regulatory
approaches to realize the flexible labeling opportunities
arising from increased online sales, provide consumers
with the digital information they need to make informed
choices, and tackle the illicit market.

Integrate drug scheduling into the
federal health product approval process

Canada is the only country in the world that does not
include conditions of sale (e.g. where a product can be
sold, a requirement for consumer consultation with a
pharmacist, and more) in its health product approval
process. The federal government (Health Canada)
decides which health products are approved for sale
and whether they require a prescription. Health Canada
also has the legal authority and expertise to set other
conditions of sale but leaves this to provinces and
territories. Through a process known as drug scheduling,
provincial and territorial organizations that oversee the
profession of pharmacy review federally-approved
non-prescription health products to determine whether
they should be elevated to prescription status and add
conditions of sale.
This uncoordinated, duplicative approach creates a
multitude of problems: (a) sometimes Canadians have
unequal access to the same product because rules

Advancing self-care through
new law
Despite their clear differences from
prescription drugs, self-care products —
such as non-prescription medicines, natural
health products, and others — are governed
under the same law, the Food and Drugs Act.
It’s time for a new law that recognizes the
safety profile of self-care products and
puts self-care at the centre to support
better health outcomes and serve as a key
resource in our healthcare system.
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differ across the country; (b) provinces and territories
experience challenges enforcing conditions of sale,
especially in online stores, because many of them don’t
have legal authority beyond the pharmacy; (c) consumer
health product companies face higher costs and delays
in bringing new products to the Canadian market
because of inter-provincial variability and resulting trade
barriers; and (d) innovation is significantly hindered, as
will be discussed in the section on drug switching.

Make regulators accountable for
achieving health benefits

Regulation can be an effective tool when it is based

on the best available evidence, achieves measurable
health benefits, uses the most efficient and least
burdensome means of achieving regulatory purposes,
and is assessed for effectiveness once implemented. For
too long, consumer health product regulations have not
achieved purported health benefits, and there has been
no accountability for measuring consequences and
addressing shortcomings.
It is time for Health Canada to be accountable for
demonstrating measurable public health benefits of
regulations. This means requiring such demonstration in
any new regulatory proposals and revising or eliminating
existing regulations that do not achieve their objectives.

Focus Area 3: Supporting Competitiveness
and Incentivizing Innovation
Maintaining a robust self-care product manufacturing
capacity is critical for Canadians’ health and Canada’s
economy. In a highly regulated sector such as this, it is
vital that regulators be both aware of and responsive to
the economic consequences of regulation, in order to
regulate effectively and efficiently and ensure that these
products are available when Canadians need them.
As the pandemic prompts nationalistic policies that
pose real threats to global supply chains, the federal
government must continue to work with international
trading partners and institutions to ensure the free flow of
products, ingredients, and people.

Opportunities for Federal
Action
Apply an economic lens to health
product regulation

The consumer health products industry has been
hindered by decades of costly, overly burdensome
regulations that do not achieve their intended objectives.
These regulations are based on inadequate costbenefit analyses, which do not reflect the true costs of
doing business in Canada. The high cost of regulatory
compliance in Canada discourages investment in
Canadian manufacturing and distribution. A recent
Deloitte survey, for example, indicated that regulatory
compliance costs have led to twice as many abandoned
new health product introductions in Canada than the
average among the UK, US, and Australia.11
In the 2018 Fall Economic Statement, the government
acknowledged the regulatory impediments faced by
Canadian businesses and committed to “explore making
regulatory efficiency and economic growth a permanent
part of regulators’ mandates.” We call on the government
to reinvigorate and expedite this work — it is more
important than ever as our industry continues to recover
from the impacts of COVID-19 and build resilience.

Remove barriers to switching products
from prescription to non-prescription
status

The main driver for growth in the consumer health product
industry is when prescription drugs are switched to overthe-counter (OTC)/non-prescription status, creating new
options for Canadians to practice self-care.
The switch from prescription to non-prescription products
also generates economic benefits. A 2017 study by the
Conference Board of Canada showed that switching
just one category (proton-pump inhibitors used to treat
frequent heartburn/indigestion) could reduce health
care costs by nearly $710 million.12
Canadians have less choice in self-care products
compared to consumers in other countries, such as the
United States, Australia, and in the European Union, largely
because Canada lags most of our major trading partners
in making prescription drugs available over the counter.
The main barriers are the complex and costly regulatory
process for switching in Canada (particularly the
duplicative federal/provincial drug scheduling process
explained above), as well as the lack of data protection
for innovators—something offered in other countries.
It’s time for Canada to implement modern policies and
regulation — similar to what exists in the United States,
Australia and the European Union — for Canada’s
prescription to non-prescription switch process and
provide data protection for companies who do a switch
(as is done in the United States, Japan and the European
Union).
The federal government should also incentivize
switching products that are widely prescribed—drawing
considerably on the time of doctors and pharmacists—and
would have significant impact on public health outcomes
if made non-prescription (e.g., oral contraceptives, antiviral medications for flu and some sexually transmitted
infections, triptans for migraine headache, statins for
lowering cholesterol).
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Focus Area 4: Supporting Canadians to
Practice Self-Care
How we practice self-care is in part determined by
health literacy, an area which has faced chronic underinvestment in Canada and elsewhere. The impacts have
become painfully evident during the pandemic as people
weigh their choices in the context of changing information
and widespread misinformation about COVID-19. Some
have made choices that put themselves and others at
risk, which is in part due to their ability to acquire and
apply health information and adapt their behaviour
quickly. Building health literacy in the population takes
time and sets the foundation for safe and effective
health behaviours that can be practiced in any context —
pandemic or otherwise.
How Canadians practice self-care is also determined
by cost. Our healthcare system provides first-dollar
insurance coverage for formal services such as doctor

For several years, British Columbia
distributed to the public its BC HealthGuide
Handbook, a self-care resource covering
common health concerns, including
information on how to prevent and manage
illnesses, home treatments, and advice
on when to seek help from a doctor or
other health professional. This resource
has transitioned to digital content and
telehealth services.

and hospital care and at least partial coverage for many
prescription drugs, while leaving Canadians to pay all
self-care costs out-of-pocket (e.g., buying drugs that
previously required prescriptions).

Opportunities for Federal
Action
Improve self-care literacy

Good health literacy is essential to safe and effective
self-care. A 2017 survey revealed that Canadians with
higher health literacy scores tend to enjoy better health.
Overall, Canadians compare well with Europeans in terms
of health knowledge and disease prevention but struggle
more with navigating the healthcare system, while finding
it a little easier to judge their treatment options.13 These
findings suggest that Canadians are well positioned to
practice responsible self-care in their daily lives.
However, the survey also shows that, like Europeans,
Canadians can find it challenging to judge the reliability
of health information from sources other than doctors or
pharmacists.
Opportunities to build self-care literacy are missed
consistently, as government health interventions are
often based on the idea that Canadians need to be
protected from themselves. This leads to regulations
and other actions that lean toward paternalism.
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It’s time to recognize and respect that each person is
ultimately responsible for their health and is capable
of managing their own health with the right supports,
products, and services. That means investing in selfcare literacy through research, public education, and
decision-making supports. It also means collaboration
across governments and other sectors to advance
holistic self-care education and awareness, including
aspects such as healthy eating, smoking cessation, sun
safety, physical activity, and more.

Implement taxation measures to support
and incentivize self-care practices

A financial disincentive to responsible self-care is the
differential tax treatment applied to prescription versus
non-prescription health products. Prescription drugs
enjoy zero-rated status under the Goods and Services
Tax (GST) and are eligible expenses under the Medical
Expense Tax Credit (METC). This provides a direct incentive
and leads to the availability of tax-exempt employerprovided prescription drug plans.
Currently, the METC excludes all consumer health
products, even when they are an appropriate therapeutic
choice for the same health condition treated by an

METC-eligible prescription drug. Since 1988, when the
current METC approach was established, more than
44 ingredients sold in hundreds of consumer health
products have been switched from prescription to nonprescription status, losing their eligibility for this tax credit
in the process, e.g., pain relievers like Aleve® and Advil®
and allergy medicines such as Reactine® and Aerius®.
Exceptions have been made, however, providing a
precedent for future changes to a taxation system that
sometimes seems arbitrary. In 2015, feminine hygiene
products were exempted from the GST.
Other countries recognize the value of OTC medicines
through their taxation policy. In March 2020, for example,
the United States passed legislation to help millions
of healthcare consumers save money by allowing the
purchase of OTC medicines with tax-preferred savings
accounts. It’s time to make Health Canada-approved
self-care products eligible under the Medical Expense Tax
Credit. As a starting point, essential dental hygiene selfcare products such as toothbrushes, toothpaste, and
dental floss could be exempted from the GST, following
the precedent set by the 2015 feminine hygiene products
exemption.
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Conclusion

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated
that Canada needs a national self-care strategy — we
couldn’t live without self-care during the pandemic. Selfcare, however, is not just a strategy for managing such
crises. It is essential for helping people live healthier lives
with confidence and autonomy and foundational to the
sustainability of our healthcare system.
Canada has an opportunity to make self-care a
cornerstone of health care in Canada and emerge from
the pandemic stronger than we were before it.

1

“The Seven Pillars of Self-Care,” International Self-Care Federation, accessed September 25, 2020,
https://isfglobal.org/practise-self-care/the-seven-pillars-of-self-care/.

2

Redfern Research, Self-care Information and Behaviour Among Canadians During the COVID-19 Pandemic: A
Report to Consumer Health Products Canada (Ottawa: Consumer Health Products Canada, 2020).

3

World Health Organization, WHO consolidated guideline on self-care interventions for health: sexual and
reproductive health and rights (Geneva: World Health Organization, 2019).

4

Kristin R. Willemsen, Gerry Harrington, “From Patient to Resource: The Role of Self-Care in Patient-Centered Care
of Minor Ailments,” SelfCare 3, no. 3 (2012): 43-55.

5

Isabelle Gagnon-Arpin, Value of Consumer Health Products: The Impact of Switching Prescription Medications
to Over-the-Counter (Ottawa: The Conference Board of Canada, 2017).

6

Booz & Co., The Value of OTC Medicine to the United States (Washington: Consumer Healthcare Products
Association, 2012).

7

Joshua Noone, Christopher M. Blanchette, “The value of self-medication: summary of existing evidence,”
Journal of Medical Economics 21, no. 2 (2018): 201-211.

8

Joshua Noone, Christopher M. Blanchette, “The value of self-medication: summary of existing evidence,”
Journal of Medical Economics 21, no. 2 (2018): 201-211.

9

Department of Health, Self-Care – A Real Choice: Self-Care Support – A Practical Option (London: Department
of Health, 2005).

10

Jason Aston, Owen Vipond, Kyle Virgin, Omar Youssouf, Retail e-commerce and COVID-19: How online shopping
opened doors while many were closing (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2020).

11

Deloitte, Cost of Doing Business in the Consumer Health Products Sector in Canada (Ottawa: Consumer Health
Products Canada, 2020).

12

Isabelle Gagnon-Arpin, Value of Consumer Health Products: The Impact of Switching Prescription Medications
to Over-the-Counter (Ottawa: The Conference Board of Canada, 2017).

13

Survey of Canadians conducted online by Redfern Research between July 5 and July 12, 2017 for Consumer
Health Products Canada.

12

