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Abstract 
Context: Comprehensive primary care is the foundation of an effective healthcare system but has been 
on the decline as more family physicians pursue careers in focused practice. 

 

Objective: The objective is to explore the changes in comprehensive and focus practice types over the 
last 30 years in Ontario, Canada. 

 

Study Design and Analysis: Using health administrative data held at ICES, we developed an algorithm to 
identify primary care physicians, and then described their type of practice (comprehensive, focused 
practice, other) based on the physician billings and number of days worked in a typical year.  

 

Setting: ICES contains linked encoded administrative data collected from April 1,1993 to March 31, 2022, 
in the province of Ontario, Canada 

 

Results: We identified an increase in primary care physicians from 11,103 in 1993/1994 to 17,411 in 
2021/2022. From 1993 to 2022, the proportion of comprehensive primary care physicians decreased 



from 71.1% to 56.5%, while focused practice increased from 5.4% to 14.5%. The trend of very part time 
primary care physicians (i.e., physicians who work <44 days per year with <5 patients per day) followed a 
U-shaped distribution, starting at 20.5% in 1993/1994, dropping to a low of 15.0% in 2009/2010 and 
ending at 20.4% in 2021/2022. During this period, the population grew by 38.3%, comprehensive 
physicians increased by 24.6% and focused practice physicians increased by 317.9%.  Comprehensive 
physicians declined from 0.74 to 0.66 per 1000 population. 

 

From 1993 to 2022, the average number of comprehensive primary care patient visits per physician 
steadily increased from 4,318 to a peak of 5,070 in 2010/2011, but then, gradually decreased to 4,215 in 
2021/2022. The average number of patient visits for family physicians in focused practice steadily 
increased from 1,440 in 1993/1994 to 2,636 in 2021/2022. 

 

Conclusion: Over the past 30 years, there has been a substantial increase in the proportion of primary 
care physicians pursuing focused practice with a corresponding decrease in the number of 
comprehensive primary care physicians per capita. This is a significant factor contributing to our current 
crisis in access to primary care in Ontario specifically, and Canada as a whole. 
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