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Abstract

Context: At onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, primary care quickly transitioned to the use of virtual care.
Although much is known about the challenges and opportunities of virtual care for providers and
practices, little remains known about the patient experience with virtual care in primary care. The
involvement of patients and other key stakeholders as partners in the research process is crucial to
generate relevant findings to guide policy and decision-makers in a way that enhances quality of care
and patient outcomes.

Objective: Describe a multi-pronged approach to inform a population based, mixed-methods research
study investigating patients’ experiences with virtual care in Ontario, Canada.

Study Design: Mixed-methods - a province-wide survey and descriptive qualitative interviews running in
parallel. Our multi-pronged approach engaged Patients, Researchers, Policy makers and other data users
throughout the study. I) Patients: We recruited a Patient Advisory Committee through patient advocacy
groups and health-oriented organizations, and selected individuals to maximize geographical, gender,
and sociocultural variation. Il) Professional Organizations: We integrated the Association of Family
Health Teams of Ontario, Alliance for Healthier Communities, and Ontario College of Family Physicians
as key members of the research team. Ill) Primary Care Practices: We partnered with primary care
practices who were data users. Practices disseminated the survey to their patients. V) Policy and
Decision-Makers: We conducted ongoing consultations with stakeholders from Ontario Health and
Ontario Ministry of Health for a reciprocal dynamic that informed the research process and enabled
rapid uptake of research findings by key stakeholders. Our multi-pronged process used a mixture of
involvement and collaboration models of engagement.

Results: 55 interviews were conducted with patients and 534 survey respondents met eligibility criteria.
The multi-pronged approach provided success with rapid dissemination of results to inform immediate
system and practice-level decisions on the use of virtual care. We produced a comprehensive report for



provincial policy and decision-makers, conducted 3 presentations to provincial policy and decision-
makers, provided each participating practice with detailed practice-specific reports, and participated in
an invited panel.

Conclusions: Patient and stakeholder engagement is a key component to primary care research.



