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Abstract 
Context: Primary healthcare is the front door to the health system, facilitating access to diagnostic 
testing and specialist care. Patients without a regular primary care provider (a family physician or nurse 
practitioner) are considered “unattached,”. In 2019, 14.5% of Canadians (approximately 4.6 million 
people aged 12 and older) were unattached to a regular primary care provider. To address ongoing 
challenges with patient access and attachment to a primary care provider, several Canadian provinces 
introduced primary healthcare centralized wait lists (CWL). 

 

Objective: Our study explores patient experiences using these CWLs in three Canadian provinces. 

 

Study design and analysis: A qualitative study using the perceived organizational justice lens as a 
theoretical underpinning. Relevant data, pertaining specifically to patients, were analyzed thematically. 

 

Setting: Three Canadian provinces Ontario (ON), Quebec (QC), and Nova Scotia (NS). 

 

Population studied: Unattached patients in ON, QC, and NS. 

 



Instrument: Semi-structured exploratory qualitative interviews. 

 

Outcome measures: Perspectives and experiences from unattached patients on the utility of the CWL. 

 

Results: We interviewed 41 patients across the three provinces. Four themes were identified during the 
analysis regarding the utility of CWL: 1) CWL communication, 2) CWL registration, 3) interactions with 
the CWL, and 4) experiences of attachment and “failed” attachment via the CWL. Comparisons between 
CWLs within the three provinces were made. 

 

Conclusion: Participants heard about the CWL through formal and informal mechanisms and 
recommended improving communication about CWLs and how they work. Participants registered for 
the CWL when they relocated, when their provider left their practice, or when the need for primary care 
was urgent. Participants shared numerous challenges registering on the CWL and felt that greater 
communication is needed between the CWL and those enrolled. Many participants wished for greater 
transparency about their status on the list. Participants experienced both successful and unsuccessful 
attachment through the CWL, although many participants found that wait times were lengthy and 
wished for transparency about CWL wait times. 
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