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What did we learn from the COVID-19 
pandemic and what changes should 

blood services internationally adapt to 
and adopt for a sustainable future? 



A global perspective
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Factors of significance for the blood sector

Politics and power
Power shifts in a 
distracted world

Technology
Mandatory acceleration

Global supply chains
Casualties and opportunities

Social and human 
development

Building resilience: alone, 
together

Economics
Value of life

Health
Change imperative

Adapted from The Alliance of Blood Operators
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• Opportunity to unite and address a global challenge was missed
• Instead of a global approach, individual national responses were developed, 

playing an essential role in protecting people and prioritizing a nation’s resources 
for the response.

• As a result:

o Strengthened national governments.

o Erosion of trust in global bodies, e.g. WHO.

o Protectionism, reduced globalism, enhanced need for domestic self-reliance.

Politics and power



6

Supply chains & manufacturing: organizational response
• Vulnerabilities in global supply chains.
• Responses include supply chain diversification, full digital tracking, a shift 

from just-in-time delivery to larger stock holdings, and a shift to local 
manufacture.

Supply chains & manufacturing: national response
• Production of essential medical supplies, including raw pharmaceutical 

ingredients and personal protective equipment has been disrupted.
• This has greatly amplified national awareness of the need for self-sufficiency 

and domestic security of supply.

Global supply chains
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Building resilience: alone, together
• The scale of the disruption is unprecedented.
• Work as we know it has changed. Massive unemployment, some sectors 

irreversibly altered.
• The shift to digital (at home and work) is likely to stay.
• Decades of urbanization may be slowed or reversed.
• Impacts on psychological and mental health likely dwarf the disease burden 

caused by the virus.
Impact on employees, donors, patients we serve

Social and human development



8

Difficult choices and new economic models
• Governments are working three-fold:

i. Providing public policy measures seeking to stabilize economies.

ii. Approaches to manage ongoing evolution of the virus.

iii. Allowing the community to return to work and to their social lives.

This is a monumental challenge, requiring thinking outside the 
traditional and classic models of GDP

Economics
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Slowed global growth
• Despite best efforts by governments and policy makers, a significant negative 

impact on all aspects of the economy has persisted for > three years.
• Massive short-term (emergency) spending simply not sustainable.
• Years of fiscal restraint likely to follow.

Sustainable business models & uncharted territory
• Although an economic rebound is expected, the pandemic has been a wake-

up call for organizations to develop capabilities around agility, rapid 
mobilization of resources, crisis management, and supply chain resilience.

Economics (cont/d)
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Change imperative
• The pandemic has revealed marked differences in health-care systems and 

national responses.
• We have yet to navigate the full reopening of society and national borders with 

possible resurgence of cases, waves of infections and the re-testing of our health 
system capacity.

• Fundamental changes in national health-care systems and infrastructure; 
heightened expectations to review, repair, improve and reform.

• Essential for blood services to be part of these conversations to understand how 
and where we can contribute and integrate with the reimagined health sector.

Health



A perspective from Canada and 
Canadian Blood Services
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What did we 
experience?

How did we 
respond?

What will the 
new normal 

be?

Canadian Blood Services’ journey through the 
COVID-19 pandemic



What did we experience?
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• Entirely unpredictable and volatile situation for everyone across the world.

• As the national blood operator, our main concerns were and are:
o keeping employees safe.
o ensuring donors could and would still give.
omanaging volatile and unpredictable supply and demand.
o contributing the societal public health knowledge and decision making.

COVID-19
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• Largest blood operator in Canada.
• Run the transfusion and 

transplantation system for 12 
provinces and territories.

• Funded by provincial and territorial 
governments.

• Regulated by the federal 
government.

• National employee and donor base.
• Collections, distribution, supply issues all 

run at a national scale.

About Canadian Blood Services 
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Our business by the numbers 
Fiscal 2021–2022

765,000* whole blood 
collections

76,000 * plasma 
collections 

372,000 * active 
donors

1,819,000 * appointments 
booked

35 permanent 
donor centres

571 hospitals 
served 3,400 employees 

3,500 active 
volunteers

$1.4 billion 
annual budget

*Numbers rounded to the nearest thousand

34,000 platelet 
collections
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Canadian experience of COVID-19
• Tight lockdowns during the early days of the 

pandemic across all provinces.

• Challenges navigating a federated system 
with different federal, provincial and 
regional public health restrictions.

• Common themes:
o Travel restrictions
o Quarantine requirements
o Business closures
o Mandatory masks
o Physical distancing and capacity limits
o Vaccination strategies
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• Initial drop in red blood cell demand at the beginning of the 
pandemic as elective surgeries and other non-essential 
procedures were cancelled. 

• High inventory levels and discard rates in the early weeks 
of the pandemic, followed by more stability.

• Heavier reliance our existing donor base to meet demand 
with fewer new donors.

• Overall decline in the whole blood donor base of 
approximately 31,000 donors.

Initial supply volatility followed by some stability
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Initial volatility in fresh blood component supply and 
demand, followed by more stability
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Initial impacts to other products and services that 
required quick responses 

Plasma protein and 
related products (PPRPs)

• Canadian Blood Services toll manufactures 
recovered and source plasma, and purchases and 
distributes a formulary of approximately 45 PPRPs.

• Pandemic caused PPRP supply chain disruptions, 
including global immunoglobulin supply constraints.

• Concerns around access to therapies in early months 
of pandemic.

• Patients depending on home care for some PPRPs 
(e.g. hemophilia, immune deficiency patients) elected 
to avoid hospitals and clinical care centres.
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Initial impacts to other products and services that 
required quick responses

Organs and tissues

• National decline in demand for organs and tissues with 
fewer transplants.

Stem cells

• Decline in demand for stem cells with fewer transplants.
• Suspension of in-person recruitment events.
• Border restrictions challenged international stem cell 

shipments early on.
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Changing employee and donor behaviours as people 
navigated the pandemic  

• High rates of absenteeism:
o Employees off work due to 

COVID-19, especially during the 
fifth and sixth waves in early 2022.

o Time away from work to care for 
young children / other dependents.

• Impact on employee mental health.

• Challenges with recruitment and 
retention.

Employees

• Loss of in-field recruitment 
opportunities.

• Increased reliance on digital 
appointment bookings and self-serve 
technology.

• Challenges with donor attendance 
during lockdowns (early in 
the pandemic) but also when 
restrictions eased.

Donors



How did we respond?
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• Rapidly stood up strong governance structures with clear accountabilities and decision 
rights to manage the organization’s pandemic response. Governance iterated over time.

• Leveraged and matured existing business continuity plans and capabilities.

Implemented strategic governance to support an 
agile pandemic response

COVID-19 Program Steering 
Committee (EMT)

Medical
Surveillance Team People Team

COVID-19 Core Working Group
(Cross functional team: Medical, People, OHS, Supply Chain, Legal, and Communications)

Extended Working Group

Operations 
Team
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• Remained vigilant with surveillance activities, issue identification and resolution, risk 
mitigation, and deployment of resources.

• Used the following guidelines to make critical decisions, putting the safety of our people 
and products first. Navigated complex topics such as vaccine mandates.

Implemented strategic governance to support an 
agile pandemic response (continued)

Prioritize the health 
and safety of 

employees, donors 
and volunteers

Meet or exceed 
public health 

guidance 

Protect essential 
operations and 

ensure business 
continuity

Ensure product 
safety and quality 

Low risk tolerability  
given uncertainty

Consider employee 
and donor risk 
perception and 

tolerance

Operate effectively 
and efficiently 
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Quickly adjusted our operations to meet government 
requirements and keep employees and donors safe 

Stopped in-person recruitment events and limited mobile collection events.

Eliminated walk-in donations.

Implemented wellness checkpoints at all donor centres.

Implemented physical distancing measures and enhanced PPE.

Established enhanced cleaning protocols and frequency.
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Implemented new policies and programs to maximize 
employee and donor safety 

Mandatory vaccination 
requirement for 

employees
(October 2021)

Voluntary rapid 
screening program

(March 2021)

COVID-19 case
management program

(April 2020)

Mandatory masks at 
all Canadian Blood 

Services sites
(May 2020)
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Ensured our commitment to safety resonated with 
donors throughout the pandemic

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement:
It’s safe to donate blood at this time

Average % agree
Pulse surveys #1-10

Average % agree
Pulse surveys #11-20

Average % agree
Pulse surveys #21-30

Average % agree
Pulse surveys #31-40

94.5% 98.2% 98.8% 99.3%

March 2020 May 2022
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Mitigated the impact of global immunoglobulin 
supply constraints

• Risk around supply of immunoglobulin escalated during the 
pandemic with disruption of global supply chains and 
exposure of domestic vulnerabilities.

• Secured additional immunoglobulin on the global market.

• Increased focus on domestic plasma collections. Secured 
funding for an additional eight plasma donor centres (only 
three centres were approved at the beginning of the 
pandemic).

• Global risk indicators demand a more aggressive response.
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Enhanced employee supports to promote well-being 
and resilience 

• Maintained financial security for employees who could not work or had 
reduced hours.

• Offered paid leave and salary top-ups when appropriate.

• Augmented mental health and financial counselling resources available.
• Provided virtual employee support and resources.
• Restricted work travel to essential only.
• Implemented a robust COVID-19 case management program.

• Supported approximately 1,100 employees to primarily work from home.
• Offered leave from work for illness, quarantine or caregiver 

responsibilities.
• Provided opportunities for vaccination when available and appropriate.
• Navigated pandemic impacts on employee recruitment and retention.
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Leveraged our expertise to support the national 
health system in new ways

• Supported the federal government’s 
COVID-19 Immunity Task Force to 
conduct population-based studies to 
determine the extent of COVID-19 
exposure nationwide.

• Over 391,000 samples tested since 
May 2020.

Seroprevalence study Convalescent plasma

• Supported three clinical trials in 
Canada: CONCOR-1, REMAP 
CAP, and CONCOR Kids to determine 
the benefits of convalescent plasma.

• Trials were stopped by investigators at 
the end of January 2021.

• We will support a new international 
CCP trial for immunocompromised 
patients later this year.
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Seroprevalence results show rising antibodies 
among Canadians from infection and/or vaccination

Natural infections Humoral immunity (infection or vaccination)



The new normal
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The new normal through the lenses of:

The organization Employees

Leadership 

Donors

Global Perspective
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Organization

• Greater emphasis on organizational agility, resilience and foresight, particularly in the 
areas of automation/digitalization and the future of work (“plan ahead”).

• Protection from supply chain vulnerabilities.

• Better integration into national and provincial health-care 
systems.

• Integrated Business Planning to be better equipped for 
times of unpredictability and volatility.
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Employees

Word cloud from our annual Leadership Summit where leaders were asked how they felt once 
the session had ended.

• Trust and solidarity enhanced through 
frequent and honest communication from 
leaders. 

• Develop the Future of Work, currently 
focusing on a “hybrid” work model.

• Empowering employees, managers, 
directors to be part of the decision-making.

• Continue to explore technologies to 
lessen the gap between the front-line
workforce and our administrative workforce.

• Unrelenting focus on mental health and 
well-being.
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• Grow donor base to become less reliant on a small pool of 
high-frequency donors.

• Focus on diversity, equity and inclusion.
• Enhance digital tools and experiences.

• Streamline communication across all channels, all products.
o Reminders and prompts to book appointments across all 

products (not just the product they’re currently giving).

Donors
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Leadership
• The present and future colliding: leaders have become 

skilled in balancing immediate needs (pandemic) with 
longer-term priorities.

• Ability to navigate through ambiguity, uncertainty and 
complexity.

• Prioritize both individual and organizational resilience.

• Display empathy while communicating honestly and 
transparently.

• Increased comfort with making mistakes.
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• Shifts from globalization to nationalism; impacts on trade and global 
collaboration.

• Opportunities for future contribution by blood services to policy making on 
privacy, technology, health.

• Economic disruptions with potential for government intervention, with sustained 
reductions in funding and reimbursement.

• Mitigating supply chain risks, addressing security of supply, including bringing 
manufacturing onshore.

Global perspective of the new normal
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• Recognizing the impact of COVID-19 on donor and employee physical and 
mental health and building resilience in donors, employees, and the 
organization.

• Supporting donors and employees, preparing them for the new normal.
o Accelerating digital transformation, uptake of advances in technology, 

automation and robotics.
o Ensuring a COVID-19 safe environment for donating and working in the 

future.

Global perspective of the new normal (continued)
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• Enabling, supporting and directly delivering epidemiological evidence and 
therapeutic options: seroprevalence studies, convalescent plasma, hyperimmune 
globulin, etc.

• Exploring how best to embed the significant changes in health and technology 
evolution into the blood sector, including remote delivery, contactless interactions, 
data sharing and data-driven decision.

Global perspective of the new normal (continued)



“This crisis is a story with an uncertain ending... COVID-19 has introduced new 
challenges to society .... and has resulted in a new normal. We must be aware and 
prepare for these shifts to navigate the post COVID-19 world.” (KPMG)
Even now, the extent to which the world economy and almost every aspect of our 
community has been impacted by the pandemic remains difficult to absorb, and 
“many remain trapped in the mental coordinates of a world that no longer exists.” 
(Deloitte)

Closing thoughts
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