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Physiotherapists in Primary Health-Care Teams
Our Position
Physiotherapy Alberta supports strengthening
Albertans’ access to multi-disciplinary primary care
teams. Primary health care provides first contact
services to patients and the coordination of their
care to ensure continuity and ease of movement
across the health-care continuum.1 Alberta’s
5-year action plan proposes increased use of other
health professionals in primary care teams and
improving the management of chronic, complex
conditions through integrated, comprehensive
care. Physiotherapists are health-care professionals
who can deliver primary care in health promotion,
prevention and screening, triaging, and treatment
for a range of conditions affecting the movement and
mobility of Albertans.

·· Assess, screen, triage, and treat various acute
medical/health conditions (e.g., MSK issues, back/
neck pain, whiplash, arthritis, joint replacement
rehabilitation, tendonitis, ergonomic, and other
movement and mobility issues).

·· Participate in chronic disease management by
designing appropriate activity/rehabilitation
programs for chronic conditions (e.g., COPD,
arthritis, diabetes, osteoporosis, and stroke,
cardiac and post-cancer rehabilitation).

·· Assess seniors’ risk of falling, provide prevention
strategies, and improve strength and balance, in
addition to treating fall-related injuries.

·· Help maintain and/or improve the independence
of Albertans with mobility issues.

Background
Access to primary health-care teams is an important
strategy for ensuring Albertans’ health needs are
met by the right person, in the right place, at the
right time. In primary health care, a team of healthcare professionals work together to deliver care
based on local community/population health needs.
It goes beyond the traditional ‘sick care’ model
(i.e., physician diagnosis and treatment of illness)
by incorporating prevention, health promotion and
chronic disease management. The key to effective,
efficient primary health-care teams is to make
better use of other health professionals. The result is
enhanced, coordinated and timely patient care.

Physiotherapists in Primary Health-Care Teams
Physiotherapists are health-care professionals with
skills to manage many conditions seen in primary
health-care settings. They can:

·· Provide effective management for incontinence,
vestibular problems, lymphoedema, and postpartum pelvic pain via specialized physiotherapy.

·· Teach self-management techniques and provide
lifestyle, ergonomic and physical activity
counselling.
Physiotherapists are integrated within primary health
care models in England, Scotland, Ireland, Wales, the
Netherlands, Sweden, Norway, USA, Australia, New
Zealand, as well as in the Canadian and US armed
forces.
Benefits of having a physiotherapist manage patients
with musculoskeletal conditions include:
·· High patient satisfaction and confidence
regarding physiotherapists making decisions
about fitness for work or activities.2,5
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·· Reduced physician visits and shorter wait times.3,7
·· Decrease in sick leave recommendations.6
·· Reduced prescription use.3,4,6
·· Fewer diagnostic imaging tests ordered.7
·· Lower overall health-care costs.8
Integrating physiotherapists into primary health-care
teams could provide similar benefits for Albertans
and the province’s health-care system. Albertans
already recognize that not all care needs to be
delivered by a physician and that funding models
should allow other health professionals to provide
the care they have the expertise to deliver. To date,
physiotherapist involvement in Alberta’s primary care
networks has been limited. This is possibly due to a
lack of understanding of the role physiotherapists
can play in primary care and funding mechanisms
that do not support such inclusion. As primary
health care in Alberta evolves, policy frameworks and
funding must incorporate physiotherapists for the
delivery of efficient and effective primary health care.
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Conclusion
Primary health care is a major strategic focus in
Alberta. Physiotherapists have been integrated
successfully within primary care venues in other
jurisdictions and have demonstrated significant
impact on primary health-care delivery and outcomes.

Holdsworth LK, Webster VS, McFadyen AK.
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