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The changing needs of citizens (longer life expectancy, an ageing
population, as well as a desire to stay at home as long as possible)
impelled an "ambulatory shift" seen in French health care services
reform [1], involving both hospital reform, as well as organizational
structure design. In France, homebased care is provided either in the
context of hospitals who employ healthcare professionals in the
home, independent nurses, both providing healthcare services, or
domestic help personnel and informal caregivers who are paid
directly by their client patients.This ambulatory shift has also taken
place to offer alternatives to patients in a time of health crisis, when
the health care system faces bed and medical staff shortages. Since
the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, home-based care has been
unprecedently solicited to relieve the pressure on hospitals, enabling
patients with chronic conditions or suffering from non-severe Covid-
19, to be taken care of and monitored at home [2].

While invaluable evidence has been accumulated about the
impact of Covid-19 on the French healthcare system and the
strains the pandemic imposed on it, our knowledge of the chal-
lenges faced by the home-based care sector during this pandemic
has been very limited. To remediate this paucity of knowledge,
the French Health National Conference (CNS), a consultative body
gathering the widest range of stakeholders from the health and
social sectors, surveyed its members to collect information on the
rights and access to care of home-based patients during the
Covid-19 pandemic [3]. Building on 20 written contributions
shared by the CNS’ members, this paper discusses the impacts of
Covid-19 on home-based care services, homecare givers, and
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patients in France, and offer policy recommendations to
strengthen access and quality of care delivered in the home.

Covid-19 has heightened the challenges already faced by the home
care sector before the outbreak (long work hours, low minimum wage
and limited opportunities for career advancement leading to staff
shortages) [4] and exposed their lack of knowledge by public authori-
ties and a large number of health professionals. Homebased care pro-
viders not employed by a hospital, were at an even lower priority than
hospitals and nursing home professionals for the already-insufficient
PPE supplies. They did not only received minimal guidance early in the
outbreak but also were provided significantly less facemasks, or none
for informal care providers, than any other health professional, exacer-
bating the inequities they face as a marginalised workforce. It also
translated into a misconception of the application of patients’ rights,
such as the right to clear and fair information, or about medical secrecy
leading to situations where healthcare professionals would deny
home-based care providers access to patient medical information,
ignoring the regulatory changes in the 2016 health law [5].

In addition to these difficulties, other factors participated in a
decline of visits by care providers to patients at home, especially dur-
ing the first wave of the pandemic. Similar to findings observed in
the United States [6], the main reasons behind this reduction are the
concerns from families or care providers about bringing or getting
Covid-19 in the home, home aides needing to care for their own chil-
dren due to school closures, or providers being forced to remain in
quarantine because they were diagnosed positive to Covid-19. The
reduction of home care services has imposed a substantial additional
burden on informal caregivers. Findings of an online survey showed
that in April 2020, family caregivers in France [7], similar to unpaid
home carers in the United Kingdom [8], provided more care, surveil-
lance, emotional support, and assistance (bathing, grooming, etc.)
than pre-pandemic. The crisis has also shown the lack of surveil-
lance/monitoring tools collecting epidemiological data on home-
based care workers and patients suspected, infected with, or
deceased from Covid-19. The first provisional mortality data for
patients deceased from Covid-19 at home were provided only in
August 2020. The numbers are nevertheless likely to be underestima-
tions as they rely on the study of transmitted paper death certificates
[9], and not recorded in databases as it is for hospital and nursing
homes deaths.
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Despite these hurdles, the pandemic also helped to transform
healthcare delivery at home and enabled the implementation of
innovative experiments to slow Covid-19 transmission. For example,
the COVISAN [10] experiment developed in the Greater Paris Metro-
politan area consists of mobile health units providing Covid-19 home
testing, education on preventative measures for patients and their
relatives as well as solutions for isolation of positive cases in hotels if
necessary. The pandemic has led to an unprecedented reliance on
hospitalization at home for patients with chronic diseases and
patients suffering from non-severe Covid-19. The National Federation
of Hospitalization at Home (FNEHAD) [11] reported 4000 patients
with Covid-19 who were hospitalized at home between March and
June 2020, which represented 4% of the total of hospitalizations, the
double of pre-pandemic (2% before Covid-19). Finally, in the use of
digital health technologies increased in order to monitor both Covid-
19 positive patients, with for example the COVIDOM telemonitoring
platform [10], as well as patients suffering from chronic diseases or a
disability. Remote consultations by phone or video call emerged as
an alternative to offer a safe continuity of care for non-Covid patients
unable to make a physical visit to their doctors [12].

In July 2020, in the midst of the pandemic, the French Government
publicly acknowledged the value of professional home caregivers and
expressed its support to make these professions more attractive in the
future. The Government has committed to the payment of a premium
of up to 1000 euros for the 320 000 home caregivers who maintained
their visits during lockdowns, a pay rise of between 13% and 15%, and
more recently announced free of charge Covid-19 self-testing for home
care providers. However, necessary steps forward are still needed to
strengthen the home-based care sector in France post-pandemic. The
experiences and hardships observed during the outbreak are providing
an exceptional platform to build on the inspiring solutions and cooper-
ation implemented this past year.

Therefore, capitalizing on innovative coordination and experi-
ments implemented during the pandemic, the CNS urges public
authorities to better integrate homecare services with all the
actors of the health care system by encouraging the participation
of home caregivers (professionals and informal ones) and patients
to the decision-making process affecting them and the organiza-
tion of their sector. Furthermore, the rapid uptake of digital
health technologies by the healthcare system, combined with the
ease of telemedicine practices rules in France during the pan-
demic provides the unique opportunity to embrace the transfor-
mational benefits offered by these technologies. However, the
CNS stresses once more [13] on the importance of digital upskill-
ing and equipment of home caregivers and their patients to
ensure a better and equitable access to care in the home. Finally,
the development of a centralized database on homecare, similar
to HomeCareData [14] in Switzerland or the Home Care Reporting
System database in Canada [15], appears more than ever essential
to gather robust data on home-based care and inform decision-
making for the patient, and at the policy level.

The increasing demand for home-based care and the lived experien-
ces during Covid-19 provide a unique window of opportunity to invest
in home-based care providers and services, which will translate into
better access and continuity of care in a resources constraints context.
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