
Information and 
Communications 
Technology (ICT) 

infrastructure

Are there any language barriers that could negatively impact the 
virtual visit? If so, does the patient have adequate support to 
participate?
How far is the patient travelling to see me? Do they have mobility 
issues? Would a virtual visit be more patient centered?
How tech savvy is the patient? Do they use an internet-enabled 
computer or smartphone and have email? If required, is assistance 
available?
Is the patient’s device compatible with the virtual visit solution?
Is this an established patient-provider relationship?
What is the patient’s cognitive capacity? If required, do they have a 
caregiver that can support?
Would a virtual visit avoid the need for patients to take time off 
work?
Would a virtual visit help avoid the cost of parking for my patients?

Environmental costs of 
virtual care

Environmentally Sustainable Opportunities
for Health Systems 

 

Virtual care has been shown to have FEWER 
environmental impacts than face-to-face care, 
but Information and Communications 
Technology (ICT) (and the infrastructure it 
requires) still produces emissions and pollutants 
during all of its life phases.

How do we maximize the environmental benefits of virtual care?

FACTOR ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS INTO DECISION- 
MAKING ON THE APPROPRIATENESS OF VIRTUAL CARE

Ontario Health: 
SELECTING PATIENTS FOR VIRTUAL VISIT
Questions to consider

 

The environmental benefits of virtual care can be best identified, 
achieved, and maintained using the following strategies

OPT FOR SUSTAINABLE TECHNOLOGICAL SET-UPS 

Performance measures that draw on readily available site-specific data can be 
obtained to monitor, benchmark, and motivate environmental performance.

TRAVEL DISTANCE AVOIDED
How far on average do patients have 
to travel to get to your site, and what 
forms of transport do they use?

NUMBER OF APPOINTMENTS
How many (or what proportion) of 
your appointments are conducted 
virtually?

TYPE OF TECHNOLOGY
What technology do providers 
and patients use for virtual 
appointments?

APPOINTMENT LENGTH
How long is the average 
virtual appointment?

USEFUL DATA POINTS INCLUDE:

COLLECT SITE-SPECIFIC DATA TO DETERMINE 
VIRTUAL CARE'S ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS 

As a lower-carbon alternative to traditional care 
delivery, virtual care has a key role to play in 
mitigating the health sector’s significant 
contributions to climate change.

Virtual Care

3

"Any interaction between patients 
and/or members of their circle of care, 
occurring remotely, using any forms of 
communication or information 
technologies with the aim of facilitating 
or maximizing the quality and 
effectiveness of patient care."

1

2

PROCURE DEVICES that are energy efficient

RECYCLE OR REPROCESS END-OF-LIFE DEVICES instead of sending them to landfill

12

3, 13

3-8

4

Emissions and pollutants 
associated with four phases:

•Manufacturing 
•Distribution 
•Operation 
•End-of-life (disposal & recycle)

1

2

Would a virtual care visit result in fewer environmental 
impacts than a face-to-face visit? If so, is this of 
importance to the patient?

When possible, select virtual arrangements, tools, and platforms with a smaller 
environmental footprint

3

CONFIGURE CARE such that it involves the use of less energy-intensive ICT

THERE ARE A NUMBER OF WAYS TO REDUCE THE ENVIRONMENTAL 
IMPACTS OF VIRTUAL CARE

A care configuration that allows patients and providers to connect via personal 
mobile or computing devices is less energy-intensive than having patients and 

staff travel to and from a telehealth facility where large monitors are used.

ADVOCATE FOR A CLEANER ENERGY GRID and/or seek to produce clean energy in-house 

LESS ENERGY-INTENSIVE
VIRTUAL CARE 

CONFIGURATION

MORE ENERGY-INTENSIVE
VIRTUAL CARE 

CONFIGURATION
8

What is "virtual care?"

10

3

Virtual visits as a proportion of all 
primary care visits in Canada 
skyrocketed from 10-15% to 60% 
within the first few months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

MANY PATIENTS CARE DEEPLY ABOUT 
ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY

 AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

of Canadians say the knowledge 
that virtual care has a smaller 

environmental impact than in- 
person care would prompt them to 

select a virtual visit if given the 
choice by their provider.

68%

11

is one of the largest 
sources of the health 
sector's carbon 
footprint.

The associated reduction in travel for in-person visits 
in 2020 produced an estimated carbon savings 
equivalent to taking 61,000 cars off the road for an 
entire year.

TRAVEL

9

"While energy efficiency is 
improving all the time, a rapid 
growth in data demand and digital 
equipment has the potential to add 
to these emissions unless we 
specify lower carbon digital 
products and services.” (NHS, 2020)

Environmentally Sustainable Opportunities for
Health Systems

Virtual Care
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