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Palliative care in Canada 

 
Palliative medicine is a relatively new and evolving field. It is only in the last couple of decades 
that the palliative care movement has taken hold and begun to flourish, as physicians and the 
public have come to realize that our entrenched dependence on technology and science has led 
to unrealistic expectations of cure. Fortunately, there is abundant evidence that an early 
palliative approach to care, when combined with treatment, provides better pain and symptom 
management, better patient and family satisfaction and lower system costs than treatment 
alone.1-7 Our challenge now is to ensure that all Canadians have early access to quality 
palliative care, regardless of their diagnosis or where they live.  
 
National campaigns such as ñThe Way Forwardò and ñChoosing Wisely Canadaò propagate the 
message that there is choice around end-of-life issues.1,8,9 With the increasing age of the 
Canadian population, ongoing efforts to expand palliative care to include symptom management 
and care for people with non-cancer diagnoses, and the emerging chronicity of cancer 
management, the number of patients who could benefit from palliative care is dramatically 
increasing. The current work to bring advanced care planning to the publicôs attention and the 
Feb. 6, 2015, Supreme Court ruling (and public debate) on assisted suicide and euthanasia 
have thrust palliative care into the limelight.  
 
The question now arises: How will we provide the service that the public is going to need and 
demand?  

Why did we conduct a national palliative medicine survey?  

 
Currently not all Canadians have access to palliative care, despite evidence that palliative care 
provides better pain and symptom management, better patient and family satisfaction, lower 
system costs and, in some cases, increased longevity.10 Growing recognition of these factors 
has raised expectations for access to palliative care across Canada. A sufficient and competent 
workforce in all health care disciplines, including medicine, will be required.  
 
The objective of the survey was to obtain a snapshot of the palliative medicine workforce today, 
to: 

¶ create a baseline for future planning  

¶ measure progress 

¶ inform negotiations 

¶ inform a future palliative medicine workforce plan for Canada 

How was the survey created and conducted?  

 
The Canadian Society of Palliative Care Physicians (CSPCP) created a Human Resources 
Committee to determine what sort of palliative medicine workforce the country should be 
developing. The first action was to create a survey of Canadian physicians. This survey was 
designed not to count the number of palliative care physicians but rather to determine the types 
of physicians who deliver palliative care, the various fashions in which palliative medicine is 
practised and the educational process physicians employed to reach their practice level.  
The Canadian Medical Association (CMA), the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of 
Canada (Royal College), the College of Family Physicians of Canada (CFPC) agreed to partner 
with the CSPCP Human Resources Committee to lend their considerable expertise in survey 
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creation, data analysis and dissemination of results. The CMA was solely responsible for 
distributing the survey and for creating the database and associated syntax. The Technology 
Evaluation in the Elderly Network provided financial support and support with information 
dissemination and knowledge translation, and the Royal College and CFPC provided financial 
support for translation of the report. These four organizations will be collectively referred to as 
the partners. 
 
A committee was struck, consisting of representatives from all of the partner organizations, to 
design a questionnaire that could be used to develop a profile of palliative care physicians in 
Canada. The survey questions went through multiple reviews with the partners. The survey was 
piloted with several palliative care physicians and the final product was translated to French so 
that it would be available in both official languages. Ethics approval was obtained at Memorial 
University. The questionnaire was mounted online using FluidSurveys software.  
 
There is no database or list of palliative care physicians in Canada. Therefore, the survey was 
broadly distributed electronically (in November 2014) to all members of the CFPC and Royal 
College for whom an email address was available (over 60,000 contacts), and an unknown 
number of other physicians were reached through the partnersô efforts to promote the survey. 
Unique links were assigned to each recipient to ensure that no duplicate responses were 
captured. A reminder was sent after approximately two weeksô time to those who had not 
already completed the survey. The survey closed after four and a half weeks in the field.  
 
The survey asked physicians to respond if they do any palliative care in their practice. Those 
who responded were asked a screening question that determined whether or not they met the 
inclusion criterion for the detailed questionnaire and analysis. It was recognized that because 
this methodology was used, there would be no known denominator upon which to base a 
response rate for the eligible population (i.e., the number of physicians in Canada within the 
scope of this study remains unknown). All potential respondents were assured that their 
responses would remain confidential and would be reported in an aggregate format only.  
 
Data analysis was provided primarily by the CMA, with additional analytic assistance from the 
CSPCP, CFPC and Royal College. The data will be securely and anonymously stored with the 
CMA for 10 years. 

Data limitations 

 
There were certain limitations to our methodology that should be noted when interpreting the 
results. 
 
Physicians who practise palliative medicine in Canada are not necessarily members of the 
Royal College or the CFPC because membership in these organizations is not required for 
licensure. Consequently, it was not possible to identify ñall palliative care physiciansò to whom 
we should have sent the survey and thus there is no denominator with which to calculate a 
response rate. 
 
In addition, because the survey mailing list only included members of the two colleges, 
physicians who were not members of either college could only participate if they became aware 
of the survey through partner championing and advertising or through word of mouth from 
colleagues. 
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Those who did receive the survey were asked to self-identify as to whether they provided any 
palliative care in their practice. Only those who believed they did provide such care were asked 
to complete the questionnaire. The act of ñproviding palliative careò could be interpreted 
differently from one physician to the next. This limitation, along with the fact that participation 
was voluntary, means that the total number of responses cannot be used as a proxy for the 
number of physicians providing palliative care in Canada. Many clinicians whose primary focus 
is not palliative care include some palliative care as part of their practice. There has been no 
previous work to determine what percentage of physicians might fall into this category. 
 
The self-reported responses are assumed to be accurate; however, no measures were taken to 
verify their accuracy. That said, the low social desirability bias of most of the survey questions 
helps mitigate these concerns. It is also possible that individuals interpreted questions 
differently.  

Terminology 

 
For the purposes of this report, physicians who reported providing palliative care in accordance 
with a definition provided in the survey are referred to herein as ñpalliative medicine physiciansò 
(PMPs). Those considered ñPMPsò do not necessarily hold a formal qualification nor do they 
necessarily have full-time palliative medicine practices.  
  
The term ñpalliative medicine specialistò is commonly used by physicians who practice palliative 
medicine as their sole are of practice; however, only recently, has formal qualification for 
palliative medicine been established in Canada. The two formal certifications that can now be 
sought are (1) the subspecialty in Palliative Medicine recently recognized by the Royal College 
of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada, which will produce ñPalliative medicine specialistsò in 
coming years, and (2) The College of Family Physicians of Canadaôs Certificate of Added 
Competence in Palliative Care recognizing enhanced areas of expertise for family physicians, 
who focus some or all of their practice in palliative care. 
  
Although the term ñphysicianò is sometimes limited to doctors in medical disciplines, in this 
report it is used in the broadest sense to include all medical and surgical doctors.  
  
The terms ñpalliative medicineò and ñpalliative careò are used interchangeably in this report for 
the sake of simplicity. 

Terms used in this report 

CFPC   College of Family Physicians of Canada 
CMA   Canadian Medical Association 
CSPCP  Canadian Society of Palliative Care Physicians 
Data Report   National Palliative Medicine Survey Data Report 
Others   Physicians who met the inclusion criterion for the detailed 
   survey and analysis, but who are not PC-FFPs or PM sub/specialists 
Partners   Organizations that partnered with the CSPCP on the survey project:  
   CFPC, CMA,  Royal College, TVN 
PC-FFP  Family physicians with a focused practice in palliative care 
PMP   Palliative medicine physician, as defined in this survey 
PM sub/specialist Specialists/subspecialists in palliative medicine or pediatric palliative 

medicine  
Royal College  Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada 
TVN    Technology Evaluation in the Elderly Network 
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Results 

 
The results lend quantitative support to what has been frequently surmised but not previously 
measured. The data and analyses are summarized in this report. A full report on the data and 
the complete questionnaire are available as companion documents. All documents will be 
posted on the partnersô websites, including the Canadian Society of Palliative Care Physicians 
website. 
 

Inclusion criterion 

 
Respondents were asked a screening question that split them into two groups. The screening 
question was:  
 
Do you practise palliative medicine by:  

a) providing palliative care consultations & direct follow-up visits; and / or  
b) acting as a palliative care resource to other care providers; and / or  
c) providing indirect care as part of a local/regional palliative care service? 

 
Physicians who responded ñyesò met the inclusion criterion for the detailed survey and analysis 
that is the subject of this report. For the purposes of this report, these respondents are referred 
to as palliative medicine physicians (PMPs).  
 
Physicians who responded ñnoò did not meet the inclusion criterion for the detailed survey that is 
the subject of this report. They may, however, palliate their own patients and they supplement 
the work of the PMPs. The physicians who responded ñnoò were asked questions about access 
to specialized palliative medicine services and their satisfaction with these services. The results 
are available in the Data Report and will not be reported here. 
 
Of 2,116 physician respondents, 1,114 met the survey-defined criterion for PMPs and 969 
did not. The remaining 33 participants did not respond to the question and were therefore also 
excluded from this analysis and report.  
 

Types of physicians providing palliative care 

 

Definition of subgroups 

 
For analysis purposes, PMPs (n = 1,114) were divided into three subgroups: 
 
1. Family physicians with a focused practice in palliative care (PC-FFP): n = 132 
2. Specialists/subspecialists in palliative medicine or pediatric palliative medicine (PM 

sub/specialists): n = 51 
3. Other physicians (Others): n = 931 
  
PMPs are a diverse group (Table 1). It important to note that only a small number of 
respondents indicated that palliative care is their area of focused practice or their area of 
specialty. Physicians who identified themselves as PM sub/specialists comprised less than 5% 

http://www.cspcp.ca/information/reports-publications/
http://www.cspcp.ca/information/reports-publications/
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of respondents, and those who identified themselves as PC-FFPs comprised about 12% of 
respondents. Most PMPs (just over 83%) are a heterogeneous collection of other licensed 
physicians who reported practising palliative medicine as part of their primary practice, such as 
family physicians, hospitalists and anesthesiologists. In the survey analysis, we defined this 
subgroup as ñOthers.ò 
 
 

Table 1: Palliative medicine physicians, by description of primary practice 

(Q4) Which of these best describes your primary practice?    n % 

Family physician with focused practice in Palliative Care (PC-FFPs) 132 12 

Specialist/subspecialist in Palliative Medicine or Pediatric Palliative Medicine  
(PM sub/specialist) 

51 5 

Others: 

 

¶ Family practice including palliative care as part of your primary care practice (n = 577) 

¶ Family physician with focused practice in another area (See Table 2.1 for breakdown) 
(n = 76) 

¶ Family practice NOT including palliative care as part of your primary care practice 
 (n = 44)* 

¶ Specialist/subspecialist with sub/specialty in another area (See table 2.2 for breakdown)  
(n = 229) 

¶ Did not respond (n = 5) 

931 83 

Total 1114 100% 

*These 44 physicians did not consider palliative care to be part of their primary care practice; however, 
their response to the screening question indicated that they met the criterion for the detailed survey and 
subsequent analysis. 
 
 
 
Table 2.1:  Area of focused practice for family physicians with a focus other than 
palliative care 

 

 
  

Area of focus practice Percentage of 
respondents 

(n=76) 

Hospitalist 22% 

Care of the elderly 20% 

General practitioner in oncology 11% 

Emergency medicine 5% 

Other 38% 

No response 4% 

Total 100% 
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Table 2.2 Area of sub/specialty for those with a sub/specialty other than palliative  
medicine or pediatric palliative medicine (top 5 shown here) 
 
Area of sub/specialty Percentage of 

respondents  
(n = 229) 

Anesthesiology 11% 

Radiation oncology 11% 

Pediatrics 11% 

General internal medicine 9% 

Medical oncology 6% 

Over 30 other sub / specialties (all <5% each)* 51% 

No response 1% 

Total 100% 

*see data report for details 
 

Hours worked in palliative medicine 

 
On average, PC-FFPs and PM sub/specialists devoted over 87% of their working hours to 
palliative medicine, while those in the Others subgroup devoted an average of 16% of their 
working hours to palliative care (Figure 1). This is significant when assessing the capacity of the 
palliative medicine workforce because about 84% of respondents were in the Others subgroup. 
 
Figure 1: Hours worked per week by subgroup 

 
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question. 
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Age 

As shown in Table 3, one-third of PMPs are age 55 or over. About 40% are under age 45. 
 
Table 3: Average age of Palliative Medicine Physicians 

Age Group (years) Percentage of 
respondents 

 (n = 1114) 

34 and under 13% 

35-44 26% 
45-54 26% 
55-64 24% 
65 and over 9% 
Unknown 2% 
Total 100% 

  
 

Training 

The majority of the PMPs who responded to the survey stated that they do not have formal 
training in palliative medicine. While most PM sub/specialists (88%) and PC-FFPs (75%) 
reported having completed an accredited training program in palliative care and/or a non-
accredited training program, 64% of the Others subgroup reported having no accredited or 
unaccredited training in palliative medicine (Table 4). This is significant because the Others 
subgroup is by far the largest. It is also surprising since palliative medicine is a key aspect of the 
comprehensive family medicine residency training and majority of the Others group are family 
physicians. The data collected signals a need for an enhanced role of palliative medicine in 
physician education across specialties as well as improved CPD access in the area. 
 
Table 4:  Training in palliative medicine, as reported by palliative medicine physicians 

 

Palliative care practice, by subgroup 

PC ï 
FFPs 

(n=130) 

PM 
Sub/specialists 

(n=51) 

Others 
 

(n=883) 

Total 
 

(n=1064) 

Completed an accredited postgraduate 
training program in palliative medicine 

Yes 38% 57% 5% 12% 

No 61% 43% 94% 87% 

NR 1% 0% 1% 1% 

Total 
  

100% 100% 100% 100% 

Completed other training in palliative 

medicine 

Yes 44% 39% 31% 33% 

No 56% 61% 68% 66% 

NR 0% 0% 1% 1% 

Total 
  

100% 100% 100% 100% 

Comparison of respondents who report no 

accredited postrgraduate training with those 
who have some accredited postgraduate 

training or other palliative medicine training* 

Has no palliative 
medicine training 
  

25% 12% 64% 56% 

Has accredited 
postgraduate training 
and/or other palliative 
medicine training. 

75% 88% 35% 43% 

NR/Unknown 0% 0% 1% 1% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 

NR = no response 
*Analysis derived from response to two questions regarding educational achievements in palliative medicine 
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Providers of palliative care 

Urban areas versus rural/ remote areas 

 
Respondents were asked to define themselves as working in an urban or rural practice. The 
results show a striking difference between urban and rural/remote settings. In rural/remote 
areas, palliative care services are provided primarily by family physicians, who provide care to 
their own patients, and to some extent by palliative care specialists and home health services. 
In urban areas, palliative care specialists, specialty palliative care teams and home health 
services are more commonplace (Figure 2).  
 
Figure 2: Providers of palliative care by region 

  
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question. Totals of providers may exceed 100% as this question allowed for 
multiple responses. 

Similarities and differences across provinces and territories 

 
The survey results indicated that family physicians are the type of physician who most 
commonly provide palliative care in all provinces. The availability of specialty care teams for 
patients was reported to be highest in Nova Scotia and Alberta. Quebec stands out for being 
most likely to provide home health services (see the section entitled Providers of Palliative Care 
within Your Region in the Data Report). 

Interdisciplinary teams  

 
The philosophy of palliative care embraces the provision of interdisciplinary care. Ninety-one 
percent of PC-FFPs and 92% of PM sub/specialists reported that they were part of an 
interdisciplinary team, but only two-fifths (39.5%) of the Others subgroup reported working 
within a team. More than half of physicians (52%) serving urban populations reported working 
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within an inter-professional palliative care team compared with a third (34%) of those who work 
rurally (see the section entitled Interprofessional Palliative Care Team in the Data Report). 
 
Many different types of health care providers are considered to be on the palliative care team. 
Those most commonly mentioned by the respondents were other palliative care physicians, 
nurses (advanced care nurses, nurse practitioners and other nurses) and social workers (Figure 
3).  
 

Figure 3: Members of the palliative care team 

 
CNS = clinical nurse specialists; PT/OT = physiotherapist or occupational therapist. 
Includes only respondents who reported being members of an interdisciplinary team.  
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question.  
Totals exceed 100% as this question allowed for multiple responses. 

 
 

Patients served by palliative medicine physicians 

Cancer versus non-cancer diagnosis 

 
Palliative care was initially offered primarily to oncology patients but over the last decade it has 
been increasingly offered to patients with other conditions. We asked physicians what 
percentage of their palliative patients had a non-cancer diagnosis. Nationally, 57% of PMPs 
reported that fewer than 20% of their palliative patients had a non-cancer diagnosis. Regional 
differences are shown in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4: Percentage of patients with a non-cancer diagnosis 

 
NR = no response. 
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question.  

Palliative care for children and youth 

Seventy-eight percent of respondents indicated they did not see patients under the age of 18. 
Most PMPs (64% of non-pediatric PMPs) indicated a lack of comfort with providing palliative 
care to children. Few respondents, even among those who reported specializing in pediatrics or 
pediatric palliative care, indicated that they were part of a formal pediatric palliative care team. 
Not surprisingly, pediatric specialists saw more children per year than non-pediatric specialists 
(Table 5). 
 
Table 5: Number of children  (up to age 18) seen per year for palliative care services 

 

Pediatric specialists 

and pediatric palliative 

care specialists (n=34) 

Other 

specialists 

(n=31) 

GP/FPs 

(n=134) 

Total 

(n=199) 

Mean no. of children seen 56 17 5 16 

Percentage of 
respondents 

estimating they 
see: 

1 or 2 children 6% 55% 76% 61% 

3-9 children 29% 23% 19% 21% 

10+ children 65% 23% 5% 18% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Includes only respondents who indicated seeing at least one pediatric palliative care patient. 
Excludes those who abandoned the survey prior to this question. 
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Fifty percent of PMPs across Canada indicated that they did not have access to a pediatric 
palliative care service (Figure 5). This is a surprising result because many provinces have 
provincial pediatric palliative care programs, such as provincial pediatric palliative care 
centre(s), and/or they have pediatric palliative care consultation teams. It is possible that some 
palliative care physicians are not aware of the services offered in their jurisdiction or that 
respondents interpreted ñaccessò differently. For example, a respondent may have felt that 
sending a child and family to another community does not constitute having ñaccess.ò  
 
Figure 5: Percentage of physicians reporting access to specialized pediatric palliative 
care services 

 
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question. 
 

 

Distribution of time in palliative medicine practice  

 
Respondents were asked what percentage of their palliative medicine practice was spent in 
various activities (Table 6.1). Respondents in all three subgroups spent most of their palliative 
medicine practice doing clinical work. Both PC-FFPs and PM sub/specialists spent about 12% 
of their time in administrative/leadership activities and a similar proportion of time in teaching 
(14% for PC-FFPs; 12% for PM sub/specialists). Respondents in the Others subgroup spent 
somewhat less time on administration and teaching. Further analysis (Table 6.2) shows that 
physicians who worked more hours per week doing palliative medicine spent a higher 
percentage of their time on administration and teaching.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 Highlights from the national palliative medicine survey  

 

13 
 

 
Table 6.1: Mean percentage of palliative medicine practice spent in various 
activities, by subgroup 

Activity 

Mean percentage of palliative care practice time, 

by subgroup 

PC-FFPs 

(n=128) 

PM 

sub/specialists 

(n=51) 

Others 

(n=811) 

Total 

(n=990) 

Clinical work 72% 69% 86% 83% 

Administrative/Leadership (including 
committee work) 

12% 12% 5% 6% 

Teaching and Education (at bedside and 
formal) 

14% 12% 8% 9% 

Research 2% 7% 1% 2% 

Total  100% 100% 100% 100% 

PC-FFP = family physicians with a focused practice in palliative care;  
PM sub/specialists = specialists/subspecialists in palliative medicine or pediatric palliative medicine. 
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question or who did not respond to this question.  

 
 
Table 6.2: Mean percentage of palliative medicine practice spent in various 
activities, by number of hours per week spent in palliative care  

 

Mean percentage of palliative medicine practice spent in 
various activities, by no. of hours per week spent doing 

palliative medicine 

1-4 h 
(n=475) 

5-25 h 
(n=336) 

26+ h 
(n=169) 

All 
respondents 

(n=980) 

Clinical work 90  % 81  % 69  % 83  %

Administrative work and leadership 
(including committee work) 

4  % 7  % 12  % 6  %

Teaching and education (at bedside and 
formal) 

6  % 10  % 14  % 9  %

Research 0  % 2  % 5  % 2% 

Total  100  % 100  % 100  % 100  %

Excludes those who did less than one hour of palliative medicine per week. 

 
Two-thirds of PMPs reported doing home visits. In rural settings, 79% indicated they saw 
patients at home. Slightly fewer PMPs in urban settings offered this service (66%). The data 
were further broken down by province (Figure 6). It is important to note that there is variability 
from province to province, underscoring the lack of national standards. There is also a wide 
range in variability among the provinces in extra fee payment for home visits and payment for 
mileage. 
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Figure 6: Percentage who do home visits for palliative care 

 
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question. There were too few respondents in Saskatchewan, 
New Brunswick, Prince Edward, and the Territories for their responses to be considered statistically reliable. 

 
 
The majority of the PMPs indicated that they provide telephone advice/information to other 
physicians and health care providers (60%). Urban physicians were more likely to provide this 
service (62%) than rural physicians (51%).  

 

After-hours care and on-call work 

 
All PM sub/specialists (100%) and the vast majority of PC-FFPs (91%) reported providing after-
hours care and on-call palliative care services, while 70% of physicians in the Others subgroup 
reported doing so. Of those who indicated doing on-call work, the majority in all three subgroups 
indicated they were part of a call group, although again physicians were less likely to be part of 
a formalized group if palliative medicine was not their main area of work (60% for the Others 
subgroup versus 90% for the PC-FFP subgroup and 94% for the PM sub/specialist subgroup. 
The PC-FFPs (85%) and PM sub/specialists (75%) both did in-hospital rounds for a palliative 
care unit when on call but a far smaller proportion of the Others subgroup (41%) had that 
responsibility.  
 
The PC-FFPs and PM sub/specialists differed in terms of the number of hours on call during 
which they had face-to-face with patients. The PC-FFPs appeared to be more likely to provide 
more than 11 hours of direct patient care per month while on call than the PM sub/specialists. 
Physicians in the Others subgroup were likely to spend considerably fewer hours with their 
patients while on call than either of the other subgroups (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: On-call hours spent in direct patient care 

 
NR = no response.   
Includes only respondents who indicated they provide after-hours/on-call coverage for palliative care.  
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question. 

 
There was significant variability between provinces regarding reimbursement for being on call 
(Figure 8). The majority of the respondents did not receive any extra compensation for face-to-
face visits while on call. Each province and territory has a different remuneration structure for 
both regular hours and on-call work.  
 
Figure 8: Percentage of physicians reimbursed for on-call services 

 
Includes only respondents who indicated they provide after-hours/on-call coverage for palliative care.  
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question. 
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Teaching 

 
One of the key tenets of palliative care is teaching. PMPs teach the patient, the family and other 
health care practitioners, who may not understand or be familiar with the normal course of the 
illness, what to expect and what can be done to help. It is therefore not surprising that many 
PMPs include teaching as part of their job. Seventy-nine percent of the PC-FFPs and 78% of 
PM sub/specialists noted they had an academic appointment; we did not ask which field of 
medicine the appointment was in. Respondents in the Others subgroup were less likely to have 
an academic appointment (62%). Those who had gone on to obtain training in palliative care, 
whether through an accredited or non-accredited program, were slightly more likely to have an 
academic appointment (69%) than those who did not (61%). Seventy-one percent of those who 
completed an accredited postgraduate training program had an academic appointment (see the 
section entitled Academic Appointments in the Data Report).  
 
Although most of the respondents indicated they spent time in teaching and academics, very 
few (18%) had any protected academic time for teaching or research.  

Compensation models 

 
Remuneration for palliative medicine services varies widely across the country and is dependent 
upon a number of factors. Physicians may be paid through a variety of methods, including fee 
for service, salary, session fee and contract. Figure 9 shows the proportion for each type of 
payment reported by province. 
 
Figure 9: Average percent income from various payment methods 

 
Excludes those who abandoned the survey before this question. There were too few respondents in the provinces not 
shown for their responses to be considered statistically reliable. 


