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Abstract

Context: The COVID-19 pandemic forced family practices to change how they delivered care. Practices
needed to implement and pay for personal protective equipment, enhanced infection control practices,
and infrastructure to adopt virtual care. At the same time, fee-for-service practices experienced a
decrease in revenue during periods when non-essential care was discouraged. Objective: The aim of this
study was to understand changes in family physician practice patterns and whether more family
physicians stopped working during the COVID-19 pandemic compared to previous years. Study Design:
Cross-sectional study comparing 1) practice patterns during COVID-19 (March 11th to September 29th,
2020) with the same period in 2019 and 2) the proportion of physicians who stopped practice between
March 11 and September 29 in each year from 2010 to 2020. Setting or Dataset: Linked administrative
data from Ontario, Canada that includes physician billings, physician age, sex, rurality of practice,
primary care practice model, and panel size. Outcome Measures: Office, virtual, home, and total visits
for each physician during March — September 2020 compared to the same period in 2019. The
proportion of family physicians who stopped work entirely between March and September in each year
from 2010 to 2020. Population studied: Family physicians in Ontario with at least 50 days of billing
activity in the year prior Results: We analyzed data for 12,247 physicians who were actively practicing in
2019. Mean total visits dropped from 2061 (standard deviation, SD: 1,795) in 2019 to 1703 (SD: 1,674) in
2020 with 66% of visits being virtual in 2020. Between March and September 2020, 3.0% of physicians
(N = 385) stopping working entirely. Compared to all study physicians, a higher portion of physicians
who stopped work in 2020 were age 75 or over (13.0% vs. 3.7%), practicing in an urban area (51% vs
49%), practicing fee-for-service (38% vs 25%), and have a panel size under 500 patients (40% vs 16%).
Between 2010 and 2019, an average of 1.6% of physicians stopped working entirely between March and
September in the given year Conclusions: Approximately twice as many family physicians stopped work
in Ontario, Canada during COVID-19 compared to previous years but the absolute number was small and
those who stopped working had smaller patient panels. Further research is needed to understand the
impact of COVID-19 on primary care attachment.



