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Abstract

Context: COVID-19 has disrupted routine care for many patients. During the height of the pandemic,
when primary care clinics were shuttered or only seeing urgent cases, patients postponed seeking
routine care and few options for community-based care existed. As a workaround, virtual
consultations—remote access using any form of communication or technology—were adopted. This was
not without limitations, especially for older adults.

Objective: This study sought to explore the primary care experiences of older adult patients and
whether their health needs were addressed via in-person and virtual consultation during the first four
waves of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Study Design and Analysis: This study employed a qualitative inquiry using interviews.

Population Studied: Particpants included adults in a large western Canadian city who were 50 years of
age and older, who had visited a primary care provider since March 2020 for a health concern not
related to COVID-19. Interviews took place between August and October 2021.

Instrument: Qualitative interviews were conducted over Zoom or telephone (based on patient comfort
and access to video technology) and followed an investigator-designed semi-structured interview guide.
Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Outcome Measures: Thematic analysis was used to make sense of and interpret the data. A codebook
was developed, and from this, themes were determined based on their relevance to the data and the
research purposes.

Results: Thirty-eight participants (23 women and 15 men, average age 61 years [range 50-87])
participated. Participants were generally satisfied with the care they received from their primary care
physicians. Those who had a long relationship with their practitioner could rely on previously built
rapport. Some participants reported preferring virtual care to save on time spent in waiting rooms and



the cost of transportation. Concerns presented included physicians being more rushed than usual, not
taking time with new medical concerns, and creating a sense of fear and doom with the strict protocols
in place to mitigate the spread of COVID-19.

Conclusions: Overall, patients were satisfied with the care they received from their primary care
physicians. Tailoring virtual care to either phone or videoconferencing for those who have hearing
impairments, language barriers, or poor connections (and who many need to see non-verbal cues or
read lips) is important.



