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Comprehensiveness along with continuity, coordi-
nation, and first contact serve as the 4 pillars of
primary care.1 Because of their training, family
physicians (FPs) are specialists qualified to treat
most ailments and provide comprehensive health
care to people of all ages.2 This comprehensive care
to patients regardless of setting is an integral aspect
of a highly functioning primary care system.

In this issue, Jetty et al3 provide additional evi-
dence demonstrating the contracting scope, or
comprehensiveness, of practice by FPs. Data from
the 2013 to 2017 American Board of Family Med-
icine Certification Examination Registration Ques-
tionnaire was used to examine trends in hospital
care. Among over 46,000 respondents, the share of
FPs reporting hospital care decreased by about
26%, from 34.1% in 2013 to 25.2% in 2017. Basi-
cally, this policy brief indicates that the proportion
of FPs providing inpatient care has decreased since
2013, leaving approximately 1 in 4 FPs practicing
hospital medicine. As noted by the authors and ob-
served in other services often associated with compre-
hensive care (ie, prenatal care, home visits, nursing
home care, and obstetric care), this new information
further supports the evidence demonstrating a con-
tracting scope of practice among FPs.4

What Are Possible Factors?
In previous studies, no clearly identified cause for a
narrowing of scope of practice for FPs has been
determined.5 The potential forces behind this
change are most likely numerous and multifactorial
considering the complexity of our health care sys-
tem and evolving needs of patients, communities,
and physicians. Possible factors previously dis-
cussed include training and individual preferences
as well as external factors such as poor insurance
reimbursement, employment contract restrictions,
market incentives, or time constraints as a result of
increasingly complex patients.6–9

Residency Training
The Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical
Education (ACGME) Review Committee for Fam-
ily Medicine (RC-FM) guidelines have been fairly
stable throughout this time period regarding the
amount of training in the inpatient setting. Specif-
ically, the ACGME RC-FM guidelines in 2014 and
2019 both included the requirement that residents
must have at least the equivalent of 6 months of
inpatient care experience and residents must main-
tain continuity of patient across settings, including
caring for continuity patients in the hospital. This
requirement was further standardized to include
number of patients seen in this setting during the
required time period. While the time in the hospi-
tal setting has remained the same, other factors of
residency training such as the number of patients
available for care by an individual resident; the
impact of duty hours limiting the total number of
hours and increasing the number of transitions of
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care episodes, or the continuity of care provided by a
resident to a specific patient; the quality of training in
the inpatient setting; or a greater emphasis on the care
of patients on an outpatient basis may be influencing
residency program graduate’s overall experience with
inpatient in such a manner as to decrease their ability
or willingness to provide hospital care.

Health Systems
The practice or health system employing FPs may
have varying expectations and may be emphasizing
ambulatory care to a greater degree. The emer-
gence of hospitalists has either been a factor or a
consequence of declining FP presence in the hos-
pital setting.10 As noted in a study by Meltzer et
al,10 “the declining inpatient activity of generalist
physicians has not resulted primarily from hospi-
talists ‘crowding out’ traditional generalists from
inpatient care.” On the contrary, their study found
that that increases in the overall number of gener-
alists and decline in both hospitalization and length
of stay reduced the volume of, and probably the
incentives for, generalist inpatient activity over the
year just before the rapid growth of hospitalists.

Individual FP
A majority of FPs (54%) are using hospitalist ser-
vices.11 While working the same number of hours,
many FPs have decided to focus their professional
time on providing outpatient care only.4 Further-
more, many FPs have discontinued providing di-
rect inpatient care and many feel this does not
impact overall quality of care. In a study from
Canada, only 47.3% of FPs surveyed believed the
quality of care would suffer (compared with 92.1%
in 1977 and 87.5% in 1997) if they were not in-
volved in the care of their patients in the hospital.12

The reasons for this change in opinion may be
related to the previously mentioned decreased vol-
ume of hospitalized patients as we as differing com-
munication methods including a broader use of
electronic health records.

Community and Population Needs
While not included in the pillars of primary care,
FPs are obligated to care for individual patients as
well as for the larger community they service. To
do so and with the limits of resources and time, an
FP must balance these competing priorities in such
a manner as to work both efficiently and effectively.
As noted in the ecology of health care, a substantial

majority of health care is provided on an outpatient
basis.13 Furthermore, recent data from the Center
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) indicates
that the number of outpatient visits to physicians
(883,725,000 physician office visits in 2016) is signif-
icantly larger than the number of hospital admissions
(approximately 35,061,000 in 2015).14,15 Due to the
scale of these differing numbers and a host of other
factors (ie, cost, efficiency, and convenience to name a
few), the community may be requiring the FP to
spend more time addressing ambulatory medicine
and, as a consequence, less focus on inpatient care. As
such, the trend in FPs proving outpatient care only is
logical and reasoned.

What Really Is Comprehensiveness?
Starfield1 stated that “comprehensiveness means
that all problems in the population should be cared
for in primary care (with short-term referral as
needed), except those that are too unusual (gener-
ally a frequency of less than 1 or 2 per thousand in
the population served) for the primary care practi-
tioner or team to treat competently.” Conversely,
Starfield also noted that “the benefits of the other 2
main attributes of good primary care (comprehen-
siveness and coordination) are less well docu-
mented.”1 In addition, how the problems are
“cared for” in primary care is not specifically stated.
Just as some medical problems are being delegated
to or require the assistance of specialists, many FPs
are now delegating or seeking the assistance of
other physicians and health care provides to care
for their patients in the hospital setting.

A delineation of the specific activities or services
provided by a family or other primary care physician
that provides the comprehensiveness required for op-
timal patient and population health and wellness has
not been developed, studied, and implemented. His-
torically, the generalist physician appeared to provide
a much broader scope of practice in terms of services
before the era of specialization than the current scope
for FPs. This assumption is tethered by the relatively
limited number of overall physician services that
could be offered as diagnostic and treatment options
were not as vast as they are today. In this historic
context, scope of practice changes, should not be
considered stagnant, and probably require constant
evaluation and assessment.

Scope of practice also differs among countries and
geographic regions. Generalist physicians in the
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United Kingdom (UK) are less likely to refer patients
to a specialist than their US counterparts. While this
finding is influenced by the low availability of special-
ists in the UK, this finding suggests that the UK
physicians have a broader scope of practice at least in
the ambulatory care setting.16,17 In a study of Cana-
dian FPs and General Practitioners, geographic fac-
tors of provincial division and whether or not the
population served was rural explained 30.5% of the
variation in the scope of practice.18

A change in the scope of practice does not always
mean narrowing. Using the provision of inpatient care
as a marker of comprehensiveness may be not be suffi-
cient or even necessary as a majority of care needed by
our patient population occurs in the ambulatory care
setting.13 In addition, services and activities not cur-
rently considered in the scope of practice of an FP
may need to be reconsidered. Moving forward, the
scope of practice for FPs will change due to differ-
ing payment methods, innovative technology,
changing individual patient and community needs,
increasing emphasis on addressing issues of well-
ness, and other factors. For instance, improved
communication technology and enhanced payment
systems may allow and encourage better interaction
between an FP, patient and inpatient care physi-
cians without the FP having provide direct care or
present in-person to the hospital.

While the authors encourage better research on
the impact that practice settings may have on pa-
tients and health systems, additional research is
needed to determine what are the factors or ser-
vices attributed to comprehensiveness that improve
the quality of care provided by FPs. Comprehen-
sive shares the same Latin origin as comprehend.
As FPs, we need to better understand the services
needed by our patients and communities that pro-
vide the comprehensive care and appropriate ser-
vices that leads to better health outcomes.
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