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Doctors, scientists, pharmacists, and 
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What is “mild” COVID-19?
Mild COVID-19 means that you have tested positive for COVID-19 and have symptoms, but you are 
not sick enough to need extra oxygen. Symptoms of mild COVID-19 can include a cough, sore 
throat, headache, runny or stu�y nose, nausea, diarrhea, muscle aches, fever, low energy, and/or a 
change in taste or smell. You can feel quite sick with mild COVID-19. Mild COVID-19 can quickly 
become more severe.

We used information from Health Canada and published research to make this guide. 

What drugs can be used to treat mild COVID-19?
There are three drugs that can be used for mild COVID-19. One or more may be recommended for you: 

Nirmatrelvir/Ritonavir (PaxlovidTM)
An antiviral drug taken by mouth in 
pill form. It stops the COVID-19 
virus from making copies of itself. 

Budesonide (PulmicortⓇ)
A common inhaled anti-
inflammatory (steroid) drug, 
often used to treat asthma 
or COPD.

Remdesivir (VekluryⓇ)
An antiviral drug given 
intravenously. It stops the 
COVID-19 virus from making 
copies of itself.  

Are COVID-19 drugs recommended for me? 

Are unvaccinated or have only 
1 or 2 vaccine doses

Last booster dose/confirmed COVID-19 
infection was 6+ months ago

Are over 60 years old

You may be at higher risk of hospitalization if you:

If you are at higher risk of hospitalization from COVID-19, treatment may be recommended for you. 
Treatments are not recommended for everyone with mild COVID-19. We do not know yet if people 
who have a lower risk of hospitalization from COVID-19 will benefit from these drugs. Talk to your 
doctor or healthcare provider. They can give advice for your situation.

Health Canada is responsible for approving treartments for COVID-19. You can find more information 
about COVID-19 treatments here:
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/covid19-industry/drugs-vaccines-treatments/treatments.html

Have a weakened immune system

Have other health risks

Are pregnant

Examples of health conditions include obesity, diabetes, lung 
disease, heart disease, liver disease, kidney disease, cerebral palsy, 
intellectual disability (e.g., Down syndrome), and sickle cell disease.

This includes people who have specific health conditions
(e.g., common variable immunodeficiency [CVID]) or who take 
certain drugs that a�ect the immune system (e.g., chemotherapy)

!

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/covid19-industry/drugs-vaccines-treatments/treatments.html


Do I need to have a positive COVID-19 test to get treatment?
Yes. A test is needed to confirm that you have COVID-19. A PCR test (polymerase chain reaction) is 
preferred. Rapid antigen tests (RAT) may also be used (in-person or at home).

I have tested positive but I don’t have symptoms. Would I benefit from treatment?
No. Mild COVID-19 is treated to prevent it from becoming severe. If you do not have any symptoms, it 
is unlikely you will develop severe COVID-19.

If you develop symptoms after becoming positive, you should be assessed for treatment. However, if 
your symptoms are improving, treatment might not be recommended.

How soon does treatment need to start after my symptoms begin?
PaxlovidTM needs to be started within 5 days of the start of your symptoms. Remdesivir and budesonide 
should be started within 7 days.

Where can I get these treatments? How much do they cost? 
Drugs like PaxlovidTM and remdesivir are currently available for free. In many parts of Canada, you 
can get PaxlovidTM through a COVID-19 testing centre, primary care provider, pharmacy, clinic, or 
hospital. Remdesivir is given in an infusion centre or a hospital clinic. Budesonide can be prescribed 
by a primary care provider and filled at your pharmacy. There may be a fee for budesonide, 
depending on your prescription drug coverage.

How well do these drugs work?
These drugs have been shown to be helpful for people at higher risk of needing to be treated in 
hospital. 

PaxlovidTM was studied in unvaccinated people who had other health conditions. In the study, people 
were given PaxlovidTM within 5 days of their first COVID-19 symptoms. PaxlovidTM lowered the risk of 
needing to be treated in hospital or dying by 88%.1 Real world data also shows Paxlovid may help 
other people at high risk of severe COVID-19.2

Remdesivir was studied in people who had mild COVID-19 and at least one risk factor for needing to 
be treated in hospital. When given within 7 days of first COVID-19 symptoms, remdesivir lowered the 
risk of needing to be treated in hospital or dying by 87%.3

The budesonide inhaler did not lower the risk of needing hospital care, but it did help people’s 
symptoms improve more quickly. It may be prescribed with Paxlovid or remdesivir.4

Are COVID-19 treatments recommended for children?
We do not know if these drugs will lower the risk of hospitalization for children. Children who have 
severely weakened immune systems might benefit from treatment. Families of such children should 
talk to their medical teams.
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Are COVID-19 treatments recommended for pregnant people?
Yes. COVID-19 infections during pregnancy are linked to much higher rates of hospitalization and 
premature birth.5 COVID-19 treatments are recommended for pregnant people who are at higher risk 
of severe illness. This includes pregnant people who are not up-to-date with vaccines and pregnant 
people with other health risks.*
*See higher risk of hospitalization box on page 1 for a list of health risks.
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Nirmatrelvir/Ritonavir (PaxlovidTM)
Funny taste in the mouth, nausea, 
and diarrhea

Budesonide (PulmicortⓇ)
Cough, throat irritation, 
thrush, and hoarse voice

Remdesivir (VekluryⓇ)
Warmth or pain at the 
injection site, rash, 
headache, and nausea

What are the side e�ects of treatment?
Each drug has di�erent side e�ects. Your prescriber will give you information about what to expect. 
Examples of some common side e�ects include:

Is it safe to take these drugs with my other prescriptions?
It is important to review all drugs that you use with your prescriber and pharmacist. This includes 
natural health products like St. John’s wort and drugs like fentanyl. PaxlovidTM can interact with many 
drugs. You may need to change your regular medications for a short period. Remdesivir and 
budesonide have fewer drug interactions.

I live in a rural or remote community. Can I still get treatment?
Yes. If you have a higher risk of developing severe COVID-19, and you live a long distance from a 
hospital or COVID-19 testing centre, it is even more important that you ask about treatment for mild 
COVID-19. If you live in a rural or remote community, you may be assessed over the phone and 
treatment may be mailed to you to take at home.

People unvaccinated or partially vaccinated are at higher risk of severe illness. For people who have 
risk factors for severe COVID-19 (such as being 60 years or older), the risk of a severe infection starts 
to increase again 6 months after your last COVID-19 infection or vaccination.

We do not know if these drugs will benefit most people who have had all recommended vaccines. 
For most vaccinated people who don't have risks for severe illness, the risks of side e�ects and drug 
interactions may be greater than the benefits of treatments.
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Stay up-to-date with vaccine doses and use public health measures to 
protect yourself from becoming seriously ill or dying from COVID-19.

Why are COVID-19 treatments recommended for people who are not up-to-date 
with vaccines doses?
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