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Abstract

Context: COVID-19 exacerbated the shortage of family physicians providing comprehensive care in
Ontario. For family physicians in their first years of practice, they were faced with either receiving their
family medicine training during the pandemic or, equally challenging, beginning their practice during
COVID-19. Objective: To explore the impact of COVID-19 on the training and practice of early career
family physicians (FPs), and the influence on their decision-making process to practice comprehensive
care. Study Design and Analysis: Grounded theory study using in-depth interviews via Zoom, with
individual and team analysis. Setting: FP practices in Ontario, Canada. Population Studied: 38 family
physicians practicing in Ontario, who completed their residency training within the last 5 years. Results:
Family Medicine (FM) residents experienced varying levels of COVID19-related disruptions, including an
abrupt change to virtual care and fewer in-person community and clinic opportunities during their
training. The impact of COVID-19 on participants included feeling isolated from other residents and staff
and having less exposure to in-person procedures (e.g. minor procedures, OB) which made them less
confident to perform these skills on graduation. Conversely, some described an increased skillset in
acute medicine through redeployment or additional hospital-based rotations. Concurrently, new
graduates in the COVID-era experienced challenges in their workforce entry, often during locums where
there was reliance on virtual care, less on-site support and adapting to a disrupted system. They were
simultaneously exposed to focussed FM opportunities that were part of a larger call to action such as
vaccine clinics and assessment centres which they noted to be relatively highly remunerated, lower
stress, and often a positive environment in terms of appreciative patients and socialization with
colleagues. Conclusions: Findings reveal the impact of COVID-19 on the training and early career
experiences of new graduates at a critical juncture in professional identity formation. Disruptions in the
health system presented challenges to comprehensive FM care and offered attractive focussed practice
choices. The findings have implications for educators and health workforce planning as the impact of



COVID-19 on early career physicians needs further exploration and remedy to ensure comprehensive FM
remains a viable choice going forward.
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