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Abstract 

CONTEXT: Project ECHO is a guided practice model that increases workforce capacity to provide best-

practice specialty care and reduce health disparities. It is well-suited to rheumatology care delivery in 

Ontario, as the number of rheumatologists in the province has remained static despite the growing 

prevalence and burden of rheumatic disease. Consequently, there remain striking disparities in access to 

care, particularly in rural and remote areas across the province. ECHO Rheumatology (‘ECHO’) began in 

Ontario, Canada in 2017. ECHO fosters and supports rheumatic disease care champions within a Family 

Health Team (FHT), a type of primary care group practice in Ontario, Canada. OBJECTIVES: To present 

experiences of ECHO PCPs from FHTs that demonstrate how ECHO supports complex rheumatic disease 

management; to present metrics regarding impact of the program. STUDY DESIGN: We conducted a 

multi-method study including PCP questionnaires and focus groups. Focus groups were conducted to 

explore PCP experiences participating in ECHO, practice change, and interprofessional collaboration. 

ANALYSIS: Paired samples t-tests were calculated to examine pre-post changes. Focus group transcripts 

were analyzed using thematic content analysis. SETTING: Ontario, Canada STUDY POPULATION: ECHO 

PCPs OUTCOME MEASURES: Self-efficacy, knowledge, satisfaction, practice change. RESULTS: PCPs are 

increasing their interest and collaboration between other health professionals as a result of participating 

in ECHO. ECHO was also noted to foster Virtual Communities of Practice (VCoP) through weekly sessions 

and ongoing mentorship regarding rheumatic patient cases. PCPs were also highly satisfied with the 

program. One focus group participant said ““A fantastic program for us rural providers because of 

limited access to specialists.” In terms of questionnaire outcomes, all 16 items of self-efficacy 

questionnaire increased significantly (p<0.005). Participants’ knowledge scores increased from 59% (SD 

15%) pre-ECHO to 66% (SD 19%) post-ECHO (p=0.045). CONCLUSION: The prevalence and burden of 

rheumatic disease is rising. ECHO is a program in Ontario, Canada that has promise to build capacity 

within primary care, especially those practicing in group practices like Family Health Teams. In addition 

to increasing PCP self-efficacy and knowledge, ECHO has the potential to develop virtual communities of 

practice and increase interprofessional collaboration.  


