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Abstract
CONTEXT:

The percentage of family physicians (FPs) in Ontario who practice primary care has been decreasing over
time as FPs are choosing to focus some or all of their practice in more specialized areas. There is
evidence that this move away from comprehensive primary care is occurring among physicians in all
stages of their career.

OBJECTIVE:

The objective of this study is to evaluate the trend in the diversity of areas of practice among physicians
in different career stages and to identify which areas of practice have the biggest increase in each career
stage.

DATASET:

Physician billing data submitted to the Ontario Ministry of Health by FPs over the five years from April 1,
2018 and March 31, 2023.

POPULATION STUDIED:

All family physicians in Ontario, who submitted a billing claim during the study period.



INSTRUMENT:

Areas of practice were assigned based on billing data. Career stages were classified in ten-year blocks
based on the number of years since graduation.

OUTCOME MEASURES:

The number of areas of practice per physician and the number of FPs in each area were calculated by
career stage and compared over the five years.

RESULTS:

Overall, the percentage of FPs who did not have primary care as one of their areas of practice increased
from 21.9% in 2018 to 25.2% in 2022. An increase was observed in all career stages; however, the
largest increase was among physicians who were in their first ten years of practice (22.6% to 28.2%).
Overall, the percentage of FPs with two or more areas of practice increased from 30.1% in 2018 to
35.1% in 2022. Over the five years palliative care had the highest percentage increase in the number of
practicing FPs (41.6%), overall and in each career stage. Mental health care had the second highest
(27.2%), with most of the increase occurring among early and early-mid career FPs. Addictions
treatment and hospital-based care was the third highest overall (23.2% and 22.7%), with earlier career
stages being responsible for most of the change.

CONCLUSIONS:

There is an increasing trend in the percentage of FPs who are diversifying their practices to include more
than one area of focus. This change is occurring in all career stages but is concentrated in the earlier
stages. This shift is a factor contributing to existing challenges in access to primary care and should be
considered when designing policy solutions.
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