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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic has posed an epic challenge to the U.S. healthcare industry. Between March and 
April 2020, multiple state governors issued orders to temporarily suspend non-essential surgical procedures. 
The suspensions caused the healthcare industry to shed millions of jobs, raising concerns about the 
availability of essential procedures. In this paper, we estimate the potential spillover effect of suspending 
non-essential surgery on patient access to essential health services, using deceased-donor kidney 
transplantation as the clinical setting. Through analyzing a dataset of all U.S. kidney transplantation 
procedures, we observe a steep reduction in the volume of deceased-donor kidney transplantation across 
nearly all states amid the initial months of the pandemic. However, states that suspended non-essential 
surgery experienced far steeper reductions than those without. Using a difference-in-differences approach, 
we estimate a state-level suspension of non-essential surgery led to a 23.6% reduction in the transplant 
volume. Our study reveals the spillover effect of state-level health policies on patient access to essential 
services such as deceased-donor kidney transplantation. Our mediation analysis shows 38.7% of the 
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spillover effect can be attributable to the change in healthcare employment, indicating these suspensions 
caused hospitals to reduce the size of their workforces required for all procedures, which ultimately had a 
negative impact on access to essential procedures. Instead of suspending all non-essential surgery in the 
event of a future pandemic, policymakers should consider more granular approaches to safeguarding the 
healthcare workforce critical to supporting essential services. 
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