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ABSTRACT
Background: Chronic pain affects one in five Canadians. Frontline health care providers (HCPs)
manage the majority of patients with chronic pain yet receive minimal training to do so. The
Extension for Community Healthcare Outcomes (ECHO) model™ is an education intervention
aimed at HCPs (not patients) to support and improve care in underserviced communities.
ECHO Ontario Chronic Pain and Opioid Stewardship (ECHO PAIN) is an adaptation of the ECHO
model where the program goals are to support and improve chronic pain and opioid manage-
ment in the province of Ontario, Canada.
Aims: This study aimed to investigate the perceptions of HCPs participating in ECHO PAIN.
Methods: Thirteen HCPs attending ECHO PAIN participated in in-depth semistructured phone
interviews. Resulting data were analyzed through a qualitative descriptive lens.
Results: Analysis uncovered four themes: (1) HCPs’ motivation for joining ECHO PAIN, (2)
interprofessional collaboration through ECHO PAIN, (3) the use of opioids for pain manage-
ment, and (4) barriers and facilitators to participation and satisfaction in ECHO PAIN. HCPs
joined ECHO PAIN because of their struggles managing their complex patients with chronic
pain. HCPs also recognized the importance of interprofessional collaboration in pain manage-
ment and shared examples of integration of different professional approaches in their clinical
teams. Opioids for pain management remained a controversial issue, and ECHO served as an
opportunity to decrease this knowledge gap. Finally, HCPs described how time constraints,
organizational support, and session structure acted as barriers to their participation and
satisfaction in the ECHO PAIN program; technology mediated satisfaction.
Conclusions: This study was the first in Canada to explore the motivations of HCPs in attending
a chronic pain telementoring program as well as to examine the interprofessional effects of
participation. HCPs increased their knowledge about management of chronic pain and increased
their interprofessional approach.

RÉSUMÉ
Contexte: La douleur chronique touche un Canadien sur cinq. Les prestataires de soins de santé de
première ligne prennent en charge la majorité des patients souffrant de douleur chronique, mais
reçoivent une formation minimale pour le faire. Le modèle Extension for Community Healthcare
Outcomes ™ (ECHO) est une intervention éducative destinée aux prestataires de soins de santé (et
non aux patients) pour soutenir et améliorer les soins dans les communautés mal desservies. Le
programme ECHO Ontario Chronic Pain and Opioid Stewardship (ci-après appelé « ECHO PAIN »)
est une adaptation du modèle ECHO dont les objectifs sont de soutenir et d'améliorer la prise en
charge de la douleur chronique et la gestion des opioïdes dans la province de l'Ontario, au Canada.
Objectifs: Cette étude visait à étudier les perceptions des prestataires de soins de santé
participant au programme ECHO PAIN.
Méthodes: Treize prestataires de soins de santé participant au programme ECHO PAIN ont
participé à des entretiens téléphoniques semi-structurés approfondis. Les données découlant
de ces entretiens ont été analysées à l’aide d’une grille descriptive qualitative.
Résultats: L'analyse a révélé quatre thèmes : 1) la motivation des prestataires de soins de santé à
participer au programme ECHO PAIN ; 2) la collaboration interprofessionnelle dans le cadre du

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 10 October 2019
Revised 29 January 2020
Accepted 26 March 2020

KEYWORDS
telemedicine; chronic pain;
pain management; opioids;
primary care;
interprofessional care;
continuing medical
education

CONTACT Andrea D. Furlan andrea.furlan@uhn.ca Toronto Rehabilitation Institute, University Centre, 550 University Avenue, Room 7-141, Toronto,
ON M5G2A2, Canada.

CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PAIN
2020, VOL. 4, NO. 1, 111–121
https://doi.org/10.1080/24740527.2020.1749003

© 2020 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), which
permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4143-9031
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8723-5915
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7318-7713
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6138-8510
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/24740527.2020.1749003&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-12-16


programme ECHO PAIN ; 3) l'utilisation des opioïdes pour la prise en charge de la douleur et 4) les
barrières et les facilitateurs en ce qui en trait à la participation au programme ECHO PAIN et à la
satisfaction à l’égard de celui-ci. Les prestataires de soins de santé se sont joints à ECHO PAIN en
raison de leurs difficultés à prendre en charge leurs patients complexes souffrant de douleur
chronique. Les prestataires de soins de santé ont également reconnu l'importance de la collabora-
tion interprofessionnelle dans la prise en charge de la douleur et ont partagé des exemples
d'intégration de différentes approches professionnelles dans leurs équipes cliniques. Les
opioïdes pour la prise en charge de la douleur sont demeurés une question controversée, et
ECHO a permis de réduire ces lacunes dans les connaissances. Enfin, les prestataires de soins de
santé ont décrit comment les contraintes de temps, le soutien organisationnel et la structure des
sessions ont constitué des obstacles à leur participation au programme ECHO PAIN et à leur
satisfaction à l’égard de celui-ci, tandis que la technologie a favorisé leur satisfaction.
Conclusions: Cette étude a été la première au Canada à étudier les motivations des presta-
taires de soins de santé à participer à un programme de télémentorat sur la douleur chronique,
ainsi qu'à examiner les effets interprofessionnels de la participation à ce programme. Les
prestataires de soins de santé ont amélioré leurs connaissances sur la prise en charge des
patients souffrant de douleur chronique et ont renforcé leur approche interprofessionnelle.

Introduction

Pain is among the most disabling conditions globally.1 In
Canada, one in five adults is affected by moderate to
severe chronic pain.2 Chronic pain is costly, accounting
for more health care utilization than any other
condition.3–5 Frontline health care providers (HCPs)
manage the majority of patients with chronic pain yet
receive minimal training to do so.6 Medical students
receive on average 16 h of training in pain management,
and family medicine residents receive less than 4 h of
training over the course of their two-year residency train-
ing in Canada.7,8

Opioid analgesics are medications primarily prescribed
for acute pain and palliative care. The use of prescription
opioids for chronic pain has dramatically increased over
the past two decades, with rates of opioid use disorder and
overdoses increasing as well.9–11 Canada is the third lar-
gest per capita consumer of prescription opioids in the
world, behind the United States and Germany.12 Ontario,
the province where this study took place, has the highest
rates of prescription opioid use in all of Canada.13 In 2015,
nearly one in seven people filled a prescription for opioids
in Ontario.14

The Extension for Community Healthcare Outcomes
(ECHO) model™ was developed in Albuquerque, New
Mexico, as a telementoring intervention for HCPs (not
patients) managing complex, chronic, and common condi-
tions in remote or underserved communities. Since the
launch of the first ECHO program in 2003 for hepatitis C,
there have been 594 replications of ECHO in 34 countries
with 68 areas of focus.15 There are 93 ECHO programs that
focus on chronic non-cancer pain and/or addiction
worldwide.

The goal of ECHO Ontario Chronic Pain and Opioid
Stewardship was to support and improve HCPs’ skills and
confidence in managing patients with chronic pain

patients prescribed opioids in a safe and effective manner.
Specifically, this meant teaching fundamentals of chronic
pain management, appropriate pharmacologic manage-
ment regarding prescribing and dispensing practices, and
appropriate nonpharmacologic management strategies
and disseminating evidence-based best practices. In each
ECHO session, an interprofessional team of chronic pain
experts is connected via videoconference with community
partners who attend from various locations across
Ontario.16 A structured 21-week repeating curriculum
including four main modules was utilized: chronic pain
fundamentals, opioid management, chronic pain condi-
tions, and special topics in pain management. Each ses-
sion included a 20-min didactic presentation by
a specialist and a patient case presentation by
a community partner.

Despite the proliferation of ECHO programs focused
on pain or addiction, few studies have examined the
effectiveness of the programs. This study aimed to inves-
tigate HCPs’ perceptions of participation in ECHO; it
forms part of a broader evaluation of the impact of
ECHO Chronic Pain and Opioid Stewardship in
Ontario (ECHO PAIN).17,18

Methods

A qualitative descriptive study was conducted invol-
ving in-depth semistructured phone interviews and
qualitative content analysis. This study design was
selected because it allowed us to produce
a comprehensive summary of events in plain lan-
guage and stay close with the data.19–21 Study parti-
cipants were recruited from HCPs who were current
attendees or graduates of ECHO PAIN sessions.
Purposive sampling was employed as the strategy to
recruit HCPs in order to ensure a diverse range of
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views and perspectives.19 Sampling criteria included
HCPs who were from a variety of professions, years
in practice, community practice types, from practice
locations in various Local Health Integration
Networks across Ontario, who varied in their length
of attendance in ECHO PAIN sessions, and excluded
those HCPs who had participated in previous quali-
tative research involving ECHO PAIN (focus group
discussions). Sampling continued until the research
question could be answered and no new information
could be obtained in semistructured interviews.22–24

All in-depth semistructured phone interviews were
conducted with HCPs by one member of the research
team (NS) between September 2016 and January 2017.
The semistructured interview guide was developed by
the research team, containing open-ended questions to
examine HCPs’ experiences, impact on practice, and
features of ECHO PAIN (see Appendix). It was piloted
with one HCP whose data were also included in this
study. No changes were made to the semistructured
interview guide after the pilot interview. Formal written
consent was obtained prior to all interviews. The inter-
views were audio-recorded and professionally tran-
scribed verbatim. Memo notes were made during and
after the interviews. All HCPs received a US$50 honor-
arium for their time and participation.

Qualitative content analysis was conducted inductively
to identify emergent themes from the interview transcripts
and develop a framework for coding.25 Two researchers (JZ
and NS) read and coded each interview transcript inde-
pendently. Codes identified the topics in the data that were
pertinent to the research questions; data were then grouped
into broader themes that were pertinent to the research
questions. The research team discussed and refined discre-
pancies in the themes until consensus was reached.

This study was approved by the University of
Toronto and University Health Network Research
Ethics Boards (#14-7415).

Results

Two hundred eleven HCPs participated in ECHO PAIN
sessions between June 2014 and August 2016. Out of 211,
22 HCPs were selected to be contacted for research based
on the criteria outlined for purposive sampling. Seven did
not respond and, of those who responded, 2 declined to
participate due to workload constraints. Thirteen HCPs
consented to participate and were interviewed. Interviews
ranged from 20 to 35 min. Participant demographics are
shown in Table 1.

Four main themes emerged during analyzes: (1) HCPs’
motivation for joining ECHO PAIN, (2) interprofessional
collaboration through ECHOPAIN, (3) the use of opioids
for pain management, and (4) barriers and facilitators to
participation and satisfaction in ECHO PAIN.

HCPs discussed what motivated them to attend
ECHO PAIN, including struggles with challenging
patients in their own practices. Because the hub and
spokes represent a wide range of health care profes-
sions, HCPs shared how participation led to increased
awareness of interprofessional roles in chronic pain
management. Though not asked in the interview
guide, HCPs also discussed the use of opioids for pain
management. Some HCPs who could prescribe opioids
shared changes in their clinical practice, and nonpre-
scribing HCPs described their increased awareness of
opioid harms and regulatory change. Finally, HCPs
shared some barriers and facilitators to their participa-
tion and satisfaction in the ECHO PAIN program.

Theme 1: HCPs’ Motivation for Participating in
ECHO PAIN

HCPs saw ECHO PAIN as an opportunity to fill gaps in
their need to obtain new knowledge and for support.
Participants recognized their own knowledge gaps in
pain management and lack of effective care for their
patients with chronic pain, inspiring their desire to
enroll in ECHO PAIN. One physician said, “I have
a fair amount of patients with chronic pain and I felt
that I was trying to help them but that my help was not
effective.” (Respondent 1) Another physician shared,
“Dealing with patients with chronic pain I realized was
a challenging area for me and I felt it was a difficult area
to cope with. Once I became aware of the [ECHO]
project, I thought, this seems like a great way to deal
with this.” (Respondent 13)

One nurse expressed their frustration with the cur-
rent care provided by their clinic to their patients on
long-term opioids: “What motivated me was the way
our patients who are on long-term opioids were managed
in our practice, so a little bit of frustration among me

Table 1. Participant demographics (n = 13).
n (%)

Profession
Medicine (family) 4 (30.8)
Nursing (registered nurses, nurse practitioners) 3 (23.1)
Pharmacy 2 (15.4)
Rehabilitation therapists (physiotherapists, occupational
therapists, etc.)

2 (15.4)

Psychology 1 (7.7)
Other 1 (7.7)

Sex
Female 10 (76.9)
Male 3 (23.1)

Practice type
Family health team 9 (69.2)
Community health center 2 (15.4)
Fee-for-service 1 (7.7)
Hospital 1 (7.7)
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and all the providers in our group, you know, presenting
to the emerg and presenting to different providers and
prescription renewal class and early release and all this
sort of stuff that happens every day in our base practice.”
(Respondent 2)

A pharmacist heard about ECHO PAIN through
word of mouth after seeking advice for a particularly
challenging patient: I actually had an extremely compli-
cated patient, and I ended up just making some phone
calls to pharmacists who I thought might be able to help
me out with some of the clinical questions. It was a chain
of people, but I ended up talking to [an ECHO Ontario
Pain hub member who was a pharmacist], and she
brought up this ECHO thing that I had never heard of.
(Respondent 12)

One rehabilitation therapist described a “gradual shift”
to pain management in their practice as the main reason
they decided to join ECHO PAIN. They said, “I guess for
me it’s been an area that’s of growing interest. […]
Increasingly, my practice is shifting more and more in
the area of pain management. You know, we all deal
with patients in pain, that’s why most of them come to
see us.” (Respondent 6)

Three HCPs cited a desire to develop a more specialized
practice in chronic painmanagement. One physician called
it an “underserviced area” and expressed a desire to do
more specialized work in the area (Respondent 13). Their
motivation to participate in ECHO PAIN was the real-
world, practice-based situations the sessions offered:
There’s one thing to read the guidelines. […] It’s another
thing to hear in practice what people are doing in certain
difficult situations, that maybe fall outside what the guide-
lines address. (Respondent 13)

Theme 2: Interprofessional Collaboration through
ECHO PAIN

Weekly ECHO PAIN sessions brought together an
interprofessional group of both hub and community
participants. Through team-based consultations and
rounds of iterative questions from multiple profes-
sions, HCPs observed and better understood the roles
of each profession in chronic pain management. One
rehabilitation therapist commented on how the ses-
sions aided a better understanding of the roles of
other professions. “It gave me a better understanding
of other practitioners’ roles, or what other practi-
tioners’ roles could be in pain management. So

I think that was helpful. It kind of made the team
a little bit more efficient in that way, I would say,
because I had a better idea of what other members of
the team were doing or could do.” (Respondent 7) A
physician said, “It gives you a real perspective. […]
That kind of stuff, the OTs [occupational therapists],
the nurses, the nurse practitioners—it’s just very inter-
esting to see how different people work.”
(Respondent 1)

This recognition of interprofessional roles in pain
management led to different types of collaboration that
did not exist before participation in ECHO PAIN. A few
HCPs commented that they were now seen as pain
experts on their local teams, with their colleagues con-
sulting them for advice. And those who did not work in
team environments recognized the importance of
a multidisciplinary approach to pain management. One
nurse described how physicians on their clinical team
would ask them for advice on their patients: “What do
you think would be a good medication next?” And I’m not
an expert, I don’t prescribe, but because of all the education
on ECHO I’m able now to give them my advice.
(Respondent 10) Another nurse also described how their
colleagues asked for their opinion, sharing that it’s built
up our whole team in that way. They’re like, oh yeah, go
ahead. (Respondent 2)

Beyond consultations, HCPs shared stories about
how they learned to work in collaboration with other
professions and how their collaboration improved
patient outcomes. One physician credited their suc-
cess tapering a patient who had been on high doses
of opioids to collaboration with their pharmacist and
social worker. They said, If I had had to do that by
myself, I don’t think I would have been successful.
(Respondent 1)

Another physician leveraged their family health
team pharmacist to distribute naloxone kits for their
patients on high-dose opioids. Finally, one nurse
described communicating with local pharmacies
after they started attending ECHO PAIN, making
them aware of which patients are on a narcotic con-
tract. (Respondent 2)a

Theme 3: The Use of Opioids for Pain Management

Multiple professions discussed opioids for pain man-
agement, though this topic was unsolicited in the inter-
view guide. Physicians described increased discernment

aA narcotic contract or “opioid treatment agreement” is a tool used by HCPs aimed at reducing misuse of prescription opioids in
which an agreement is laid out between the HCP prescriber and their patient regarding boundaries for the safe and continued
prescription of opioids, such as specification of the pharmacy location where the patient will fill the prescription, agreement to
undergo urine drug screens as requested, consequences for aberrant behavior, and consequences for diversion.
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around their opioid prescribing practices. One physi-
cian expressed “guilt” around their former practice,
saying, “I feel much more confident in managing chronic
pain patients, in that I will never go up as high in
prescribing opioids as I did before.” (Respondent 1)
Another physician described increased skills with
opioid management: “Am I managing the right diagno-
sis here? I am much more careful in prescribing any
opioids. […] I feel I have a much better way of pulling
apart different parts of the pain and not being drawn
into the road of, here is a pill.” (Respondent 9)

Not all physicians had positive experiences dis-
cussing their patients on opioids during ECHO
PAIN sessions. One felt misunderstood for their
management of a “controversial case,” a patient
with fibromyalgia. They said, “I felt uncomfortable
all along about it. […] The reason I was presenting
the case was, “What do you do when you see some-
one that clearly seems to be improving, but you’re
just concerned about the safety of it? Would you
actually stop these medications or not?”
(Respondent 13) Despite uncertainty around pre-
scribing opioids for this patient, this physician
desired more nuanced discussion around manage-
ment for this patient. But after the session, this
physician felt judged by the group.

Nonprescribers also shared their attitudes regarding
opioids. Often, they emphasized the division of responsi-
bility between them and prescribers. A rehabilitation
therapist stated that even as a nonprescriber, it was
important to learn about this topic: “Obviously, as
a nonprescribing health practitioner I wasn’t looking at it
particularly with regards to the opioids stewardship com-
ponent, but I think it’s important that you have some
background in pain medications, and how they’re pre-
scribed.” (Respondent 6) These nonprescribing HCPs
talked about the knowledge of regulatory change. One
nurse practitioner said in anticipation of being able to
prescribe opioids, “My goal was to learn […] everything
about chronic pain as a nurse practitioner, because in
Ontario nurse practitioners will be allowed to prescribe
opioids. That was scary for me, because […] this was
never really part of my practice.” (Respondent 2)

Theme 4: Barriers and Facilitators to Participation
and Satisfaction in ECHO PAIN

HCPs discussed barriers and facilitators to their partici-
pation and satisfaction in ECHO PAIN as recommenda-
tions for the program. Time commitment was a point of
contention brought up by many HCPs. Though attend-
ing ECHO PAIN was for educational purposes, some
HCPs found that taking 2 h out of their clinic day was

not feasible and took time away from seeing patients.
One pharmacist shared, “Two hours on a Thursday is
really hard for us to commit to because we’re only closed
for an hour between 12:30 and 1:30 for lunch, and then
we start seeing patients again. For the most part, I listen
for the didactic part which I think is great, but … [it is
hard] for me to have another hour to sit there and listen
to the cases; it’s taking away from my own patient care.”
(Respondent 11)

HCPs shared how technology mediated participation
in sessions. “I thought [Zoom was] a tremendous way of
connecting. It’s so easy. It worked so well. You can do it in
your own exam room. […] I’m very impressed.”
(Respondent 1) During the time these interviews were
conducted, ECHO PAIN had transitioned from one tech-
nology platform, the Ontario Telemedicine Network, to
another, Zoom. HCPs expressed how they appreciated the
ease of use with the latter.

Others HCPs brought up issues regarding their orga-
nizational support as a barrier or facilitator to their
participation in ECHO PAIN. Some described organiza-
tional support in the form of managerial approval to
carve out the time in their schedules and attend weekly
sessions. Another type of organizational support was in
the selection and delegation of who attends ECHO PAIN
sessions. Often one HCP from an interprofessional team
is delegated the task of attending these education ses-
sions. But with little buy-in from the rest of the team,
some nonphysician HCPs felt frustrated after attending
because they were unable to implement changes to
improve patient care alone. Referring to the physicians
on their team, one rehabilitation therapist said, “I think
it would have been more helpful if it had been possible for
other people to participate as well.” (Respondent 7)

Finally, several HCPs discussed how the structure of
the ECHO PAIN sessions could be improved to
increase satisfaction. One central tenet of the ECHO
model is case-based learning. During most ECHO
PAIN sessions, there was one patient case presentation,
but sometimes there were two. One psychological
therapist said, “With two cases, I felt like it was so
rushed that it was hard for me to catch on; it was hard
for me, even to give advice to the other team who was
presenting the case.” (Respondent 3) Others pitched
suggestions around the creation of an ongoing group
for HCPs who had “graduated” from the program. The
purpose of the group would be to help maintain the
learning and community gained in the program.

Discussion

ECHO Ontario Chronic Pain and Opioid Stewardship
is a telementoring education program for HCPs aimed
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at supporting and improving chronic pain and opioid
management in the province of Ontario, Canada. This
qualitative study aimed to explore the perceptions of
HCPs who attended this educational program. HCPs
shared their motivation in joining, their newfound
interprofessional approaches to chronic pain manage-
ment, the challenges regarding opioid stewardship in
their practices, and barriers to their participation and
satisfaction in the program.

This study was part of a larger, ongoing evaluation
of ECHO PAIN. Other studies have demonstrated that
the ECHO program increases HCPs’ self-efficacy and
knowledge.26–30 Previous research from our team has
highlighted the impact of ECHO PAIN on HCPs’ con-
fidence, knowledge, and clinical practices, as well as the
importance of the development of a community of
practice.31–33 Our results in this study suggest that
HCPs recognize a knowledge gap in pain management.
They were drawn to attend ECHO PAIN for a variety
of reasons: to develop a specialized skillset, to share and
discuss the management of patient cases, and to con-
nect to other HCPs, both peers and specialists.

Patients with chronic pain are consistently cited as
some of the most medically complex and challenging
patients in a HCPs’ practice.34–36 This is also reflected
in higher health care utilization by this population.37

Some HCPs label patients with chronic pain “difficult,”
referring to a certain level of emotional weight in their
interactions.38 Yet, pain is one of the most common
reasons why patients seek medical care.39 These ten-
sion-filled patient–provider relationships in pain man-
agement can lead to increased feelings of HCP stress,
depression, fear, guilt, anxiety, and despair.31,40–42

Based on the educational theories of deliberate prac-
tice, social cognitive theory, situated learning, and com-
munities of practice, our study supports the growing
body of evidence that demonstrates how ECHO PAIN
may be an effective educational intervention to
decrease the emotional toll of caring for patients with
chronic pain.43–46 Through weekly supportive, guided
conversations, HCPs learn that they are not alone and
how to leverage resources of other HCPs in their own
practice and in the community.

In our study, we found that participating HCPs
learned about the roles that a variety of professions
play in management of patients with chronic pain.
This increase in understanding of scope and responsi-
bility of roles allowed some HCPs to establish new
therapeutic alliances: some became the token pain
champion on their teams, and others sought new
ways to provide interprofessional care as a direct result
of knowledge from ECHO. This is significant because
team-based care can be one mechanism to decrease

professional isolation, emotional exhaustion, and
burnout.

Opioids remain a contentious but important
issue in primary care. Though questions related to
opioids were not asked explicitly in the interview
guide, the use of opioid medication for pain man-
agement came up repeatedly. Fears surrounding
opioid prescribing and the responsibility of medical
management were raised by both prescribers and
nonprescribers. At the time of the interviews, phy-
sicians were the only professionals who could pre-
scribe opioids to patients. In April 2017, nurse
practitioners in Ontario obtained authority to pre-
scribe controlled substances, including opioids.47

The prevalence of opioid medications prescribed for
pain management and the increased general awareness
of the public about the opioid “crisis” likely contributed
to the salience of opioids in qualitative content analysis.
Further, the program goals of ECHO PAIN and didac-
tic presentation content promote the safe and effective
management of pain, where pharmacological manage-
ment and, in particular, opioid management plays
a large part.18 Given the perceived risks of opioid pre-
scribing at the individual patient level, the HCP level,
and to the societal level, nonprescribers emphasized the
separateness of their scopes of practice.48

Finally, recommendations for the ECHO PAIN pro-
gram were collected for continued quality improve-
ment. Some recommendations have been
implemented: since June 2019, ECHO PAIN sessions
have reduced from 120 to 90 min weekly. This is in line
with our goal to deliver more concise and relevant
content for primary care HCPs. Though the point
around organizational support is an important finding,
exploring a fuller understanding of the culture of insti-
tutions and why this occurs is outside the scope of this
article.

Limitations

HCPs who attend ECHO PAIN may be a self-
selected group whose experiences are not general-
izable to other providers in Ontario or the rest of
Canada. Though allied health professionals were
interviewed, other HCPs who attended ECHO
PAIN missing from our participant group include
physician assistants, dieticians, psychologists, and
mental health workers. Another limitation was that
this study involved a single time point for data
collection. We therefore could not assess changes
over time attributed to ECHO PAIN. Future
research could be aimed at examining and under-
standing factors that impact clinical uptake of
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ECHO PAIN recommendations, such as organiza-
tional support in the form of team or solo atten-
dance, length of time in practice, and practice type
and location. Using established frameworks in
implementation science, future research could also
benefit from using the Consolidated Framework for
Implementation Research to examine and synthesize
the complex systems of knowledge translation that
occur in ECHO PAIN.49

Conclusion

There are many challenges to improving the delivery of
chronic pain management in Ontario. ECHO PAIN is
one program that aims to support and improve pain
management and opioid stewardship in the province.
HCPs described benefits from their participation in
ECHO PAIN through increasing their knowledge
about management of patients with chronic pain and
increased interprofessional lens. Use of opioid medica-
tion to manage chronic pain remains a difficult area for
both prescribers and nonprescribers to manage. Finally,
time commitments for session attendance, organiza-
tional support, and session structure were discussed as
barriers to participation in and satisfaction with ECHO
PAIN. The technology platform was a facilitator to
participation in sessions. This study was the first in
Canada to explore the motivations of HCPs in attend-
ing a chronic pain telementoring program and the first
to examine the interprofessional effects of participation.
Future research may be guided by frameworks from
implementation science to examine and synthesize
knowledge translation that occurs in ECHO PAIN.
Findings in this study may be used to guide future
implementation of telementoring programs, not limited
to chronic pain.

Acknowledgments

We thank the dedicated participants of the ECHO Ontario
Chronic Pain and Opioid Stewardship program as well as the
staff and research team.

Disclosure statement

All authors report that there are no conflicts of interest.

Funding

This study was funded by a grant from the Canadian
Institutes of Health Research Partnerships for Health
System Improvement (grant ID: PHE-135915).

ORCID

Jane Zhao http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4143-9031
Emily Seto http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8723-5915
Fiona Webster http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7318-7713
Andrea D. Furlan http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6138-8510

References

1. GBD Disease Injury Incidence Prevalence
Collaborators. Global, regional, and national incidence,
prevalence, and years lived with disability for 328 dis-
eases and injuries for 195 countries, 1990-2016:
a systematic analysis for the global burden of disease
study 2016. Lancet. 2017;390(10100):1211–59.
doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(17)32154-2.

2. Schopflocher D, Taenzer P, Jovey R. The prevalence of
chronic pain in Canada. Pain Res Manag. 2011;16
(6):445–50. doi:10.1155/2011/876306.

3. Phillips CJ, Schopflocher D. The economics of chronic
pain, in chronic pain: A health policy perspective.
Rashiq S, Schopflocher D, Taenzer P, Jonsson E, et al.
Editors. Edmonton (AB): Institute of Health
Economics (IHE); 2008. p. 41–50.

4. Rapoport J, Jacobs P, Bell NR, Klarenbach S. Refining
the measurement of the economic burden of chronic
diseases in Canada. Chronic Dis Can. 2004;25:13–21.

5. Peng P. The known knowns and known unknowns of
chronic pain. Can J Anaesth. 2016;63(4):386–91.
doi:10.1007/s12630-015-0579-5.

6. Lynch ME, Campbell F, Clark AJ, Dunbar MJ,
Goldstein D, Peng P, Stinson J, Tupper H.
A systematic review of the effect of waiting for treat-
ment for chronic pain. Pain. 2008;136(1–2):97–116.
doi:10.1016/j.pain.2007.06.018.

7. Dubin RE Cross-Canada check-up 2010: a survey of
family medicine residency training in chronic noncan-
cer pain (CNCP) and addiction. In Canadian Pain
Society Annual Conference. 2011. Niagara Falls, ON.

8. Watt-Watson J, McGillion M, Hunter J, Choiniere M,
Clark AJ, Dewar A, Johnston C, Lynch M, Morley-
Forster P, Moulin D, et al. A survey of prelicensure
pain curricula in health science faculties in Canadian
universities. Pain Res Manag. 2009;14(6):439–44.
doi:10.1155/2009/307932.

9. Gomes T, Juurlink DN. Opioid and use overdose: what
we’ve learned in Ontario. Healthc Q. 2016;18(4):8–11.
doi:10.12927/hcq.2016.24568.

10. Gomes T, Mamdani MM, Dhalla IA, Cornish S,
Paterson JM, Juurlink DN. The burden of premature
opioid-related mortality. Addiction. 2014;109
(9):1482–88. doi:10.1111/add.12598.

11. Dhalla IA, Mamdani MM, Sivilotti MLA, Kopp A,
Qureshi O, Juurlink DN. Prescribing of opioid analge-
sics and related mortality before and after the intro-
duction of long-acting oxycodone. CMAJ. 2009;181
(12):891–96. doi:10.1503/cmaj.090784.

12. Board INC, Narcotic Drugs: Estimated World
Requirements for 2019 - Statistics for 2017, in
Narcotic Drugs - Technical Report, U.N. Publications,
Editor; 2019. New York (NY). p. 494.

CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PAIN 117

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(17)32154-2
https://doi.org/10.1155/2011/876306
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12630-015-0579-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pain.2007.06.018
https://doi.org/10.1155/2009/307932
https://doi.org/10.12927/hcq.2016.24568
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.12598
https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.090784


13. Gomes T, Mamdani MM, Paterson JM, Dhalla IA,
Juurlink DN. Trends in high-dose opioid prescribing
in Canada. Can Fam Physician. 2014;60:826–32.

14. Health Quality Ontario. 9 Million prescriptions: what
we know about the growing use of prescription opioids
in Ontario. Ontario HQ, Editor. Toronto (ON):
Queen’s Printer for Ontario. 2017. p. 1–27.

15. ECHO, P. ECHO hubs and superhubs: global. 2019 Jan
1 [accessed 2019 Jan 30]. https://echo.unm.edu/loca
tions-2/echo-hubs-superhubs-global/.

16. Arora S, Kalishman SG, Thornton KA, Komaromy MS,
Katzman JG, Struminger BB, RayburnWF. Project ECHO:
A telementoring network model for continuing profes-
sional development. J Contin Educ Health Prof. 2017;37
(4):239–44. doi:10.1097/CEH.0000000000000172.

17. Canadian Institutes of Health Research. Funding deci-
sions database - project title: evaluation of the
Extension for Community Healthcare Outcomes
(ECHO) model for pain and opioid stewardship in
Ontario. 2019 [accessed 2019 Jul 23]. http://webapps.
cihr-irsc.gc.ca/decisions/p/project_details.html?applId=
298681&lang=en.

18. Dubin RE, Flannery J, Taenzer P, Smith A, Smith K,
Fabico R, Zhao J, Cameron L, Chmelnitsky D,
Williams R, et al. ECHO Ontario chronic pain &
opioid stewardship: providing access and building
capacity for primary care providers in underserviced,
rural, and remote communities. Stud Health Technol
Inform. 2015;209:15–22.

19. Sandelowski M. Whatever happened to qualitative
description? Res Nurs Health. 2000;23(4):334–40.
doi:10.1002/1098-240X(200008)23:4<334::AID-
NUR9>3.0.CO;2-G.

20. Colorafi KJ, Evans B. Qualitative descriptive methods
in health science research. HERD. 2016;9(4):16–25.
doi:10.1177/1937586715614171.

21. Sandelowski M. What’s in a name? Qualitative descrip-
tion revisited. Res Nurs Health. 2010;33(1):77–84.
doi:10.1002/nur.20362.

22. Tong A, Sainsbury P, Craig J. Consolidated criteria for
reporting qualitative research (COREQ): a 32-item
checklist for interviews and focus groups. Int J Qual
Health Care. 2007;19(6):349–57. doi:10.1093/intqhc/
mzm042.

23. Guest G, Bunce A, Johnson L. How many interviews
are enough?: An experiment with data saturation and
variability. Field Methods. 2006;18(1):59–82.
doi:10.1177/1525822X05279903.

24. O’Reilly M, Parker N. ‘Unsatisfactory saturation’:
a critical exploration of the notion of saturated sample
sizes in qualitative research. Qual Res. 2013;13
(2):190–97. doi:10.1177/1468794112446106.

25. Hsieh HF, Shannon SE. Three approaches to qualita-
tive content analysis. Qual Health Res. 2005;15
(9):1277–88. doi:10.1177/1049732305276687.

26. Anderson D, Zlateva I, Davis B, Bifulco L, Giannotti T,
Coman E, Spegman D. Improving pain care with pro-
ject ECHO in community health centers. Pain Med.
2017;18(10):1882–89. doi:10.1093/pm/pnx187.

27. Ball S, Wilson B, Ober S, Mchaourab A. SCAN-ECHO
for pain management: implementing a regional

telementoring training for primary care providers.
Pain Med. 2018;19(2):262–68. doi:10.1093/pm/pnx122.

28. Katzman JG, Fore C, Bhatt S, Greenberg N, Griffin
Salvador J, Comerci GC, Camarata C, Marr L,
Monette R, Arora S, et al. Evaluation of American
Indian health service training in pain management
and opioid substance use disorder. Am J Public
Health. 2016;106(8):1427–29. doi:10.2105/
AJPH.2016.303193.

29. Sockalingam S, Arena A, Serhal E, Mohri L, Alloo J,
Crawford A. Building provincial mental health capacity
in primary care: an evaluation of a project ECHO
mental health program. Acad Psychiatry. 2018;42
(4):451–57. doi:10.1007/s40596-017-0735-z.

30. Tofighi B, Isaacs N, Byrnes-Enoch H, Lakew R, Lee JD,
Berry C, Schatz D. Expanding treatment for opioid use
disorder in publicly funded primary care clinics:
exploratory evaluation of the NYC health+hospitals
buprenorphine ECHO program. J Subst Abuse Treat.
2019;106:1–3. doi:10.1016/j.jsat.2019.08.003.

31. Carlin L, Zhao J, Dubin R, Taenzer P, Sidrak H,
Furlan A. Project ECHO telementoring intervention
for managing chronic pain in primary care: insights
from a qualitative study. Pain Med. 2018;19
(6):1140–46. doi:10.1093/pm/pnx233.

32. Furlan AD, Zhao J, Voth J, Hassan S, Dubin R,
Stinson JN, Jaglal S, Fabico R, Smith AJ, Taenzer P,
et al. Evaluation of an innovative tele-education inter-
vention in chronic pain management for primary care
clinicians practicing in underserved areas. J Telemed
Telecare. 2019;25(8):484–92. doi:10.1177/
1357633X18782090.

33. Diaz S, Zhao J, Cronin S, Jaglal S, Bombardier C,
Furlan AD. Changes in opioid prescribing behaviors
among family physicians who participated in a weekly
tele-mentoring program. J Clin Med. 2020;9(1):14.
doi:10.3390/jcm9010014.

34. Mailis-Gagnon A, Yegneswaran B, Lakha SF,
Nicholson K, Steiman AJ, Ng D, Papagapiou M,
Umana M, Cohodarevic T, Zurowski M, et al. Pain
characteristics and demographics of patients attending
a university-affiliated pain clinic in Toronto, Ontario.
Pain Res Manag. 2007;12(2):93–99. doi:10.1155/2007/
658762.

35. Gourlay DL, Heit HA, Almahrezi A. Universal precau-
tions in pain medicine: a rational approach to the
treatment of chronic pain. Pain Med. 2005;6
(2):107–12. doi:10.1111/j.1526-4637.2005.05031.x.

36. Gourlay DL, Heit HA. Universal precautions revisited:
managing the inherited pain patient. Pain Med.
2009;10(Suppl 2):S115–23. doi:10.1111/j.1526-
4637.2009.00671.x.

37. Mann EG, Johnson A, VanDenKerkhof EG. Frequency
and characteristics of healthcare visits associated with
chronic pain: results from a population-based
Canadian study. Can J Anaesth. 2016;63(4):411–41.
doi:10.1007/s12630-015-0578-6.

38. Wasan AD, Wootton J, Jamison RN. Dealing with
difficult patients in your pain practice. Reg Anesth
Pain Med. 2005;30(2):184–92. doi:10.1097/00115550-
200503000-00009.

118 J. ZHAO ET AL.

https://echo.unm.edu/locations-2/echo-hubs-superhubs-global/
https://echo.unm.edu/locations-2/echo-hubs-superhubs-global/
https://doi.org/10.1097/CEH.0000000000000172
http://webapps.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/decisions/p/project_details.html?applId=298681%26lang=en
http://webapps.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/decisions/p/project_details.html?applId=298681%26lang=en
http://webapps.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/decisions/p/project_details.html?applId=298681%26lang=en
https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240X(200008)23:4%3C334::AID-NUR9%3E3.0.CO;2-G
https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240X(200008)23:4%3C334::AID-NUR9%3E3.0.CO;2-G
https://doi.org/10.1177/1937586715614171
https://doi.org/10.1002/nur.20362
https://doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/mzm042
https://doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/mzm042
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112446106
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732305276687
https://doi.org/10.1093/pm/pnx187
https://doi.org/10.1093/pm/pnx122
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303193
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303193
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40596-017-0735-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsat.2019.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1093/pm/pnx233
https://doi.org/10.1177/1357633X18782090
https://doi.org/10.1177/1357633X18782090
https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm9010014
https://doi.org/10.1155/2007/658762
https://doi.org/10.1155/2007/658762
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1526-4637.2005.05031.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1526-4637.2009.00671.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1526-4637.2009.00671.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12630-015-0578-6
https://doi.org/10.1097/00115550-200503000-00009
https://doi.org/10.1097/00115550-200503000-00009


39. Finley CR, Chan DS, Garrison S, Korownyk C,
Kolber MR, Campbell S, Eurich DT, Lindblad AJ,
Vandermeer B, Allan GM, et al. What are the most
common conditions in primary care? Systematic
review. Can Fam Physician. 2018;64(11):832–40.

40. Matthias MS, Parpart AL, Nyland KA, Huffman MA,
Stubbs DL, Sargent C, Bair MJ. The patient-provider
relationship in chronic pain care: providers’ perspec-
tives. Pain Med. 2010;11(11):1688–97. doi:10.1111/
j.1526-4637.2010.00980.x.

41. Bergman AA, Matthias MS, Coffing JM, Krebs EE.
Contrasting tensions between patients and PCPs in
chronic pain management: a qualitative study.
Pain Med. 2013;14(11):1689–97. doi:10.1111/pme.
12172.

42. Dobscha SK, Corson K, Flores JA, Tansill EC,
Gerrity MS. Veterans affairs primary care clinicians‘
attitudes toward chronic pain and correlates of opioid
prescribing rates. Pain Med. 2008;9(5):564–71.
doi:10.1111/j.1526-4637.2007.00330.x.

43. Ericsson KA. Deliberate practice and acquisition of
expert performance: a general overview. Acad Emerg
Med. 2008;15(11):988–94. doi:10.1111/j.1553-2712.2008.
00227.x.

44. Bandura A. Self-efficacy: toward a unifying theory of
behavioral change. Psychol Rev. 1977;84(2):191–215.
doi:10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191.

45. Bandura A. Social cognitive theory: an agentic
perspective. Annu Rev Psychol. 2001;52:1–26.
doi:10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.1.

46. Lave J, Wenger E. Situated learning: legitimate periph-
eral participation. New York: Cambridge University
Press; 1991.

47. Tilley E, Hamilton-Jones M, McNabb A. Nurse practi-
tioners’ safe prescribing of controlled substances and the
impact on nursing education in Ontario. J Nursing Reg.
2019;9(4):42–47. doi:10.1016/S2155-8256(19)30015-8.

48. Crowley-Matoka M, Saha S, Dobscha SK, Burgess DJ.
Problems of quality and equity in pain management:
exploring the role of biomedical culture. Pain
Med. 2009;10(7):1312–24. doi:10.1111/j.1526-4637.2009.
00716.x.

49. Damschroder LJ, Aron DC, Keith RE, Kirsh SR,
Alexander JA, Lowery JC. Fostering implementation of
health services research findings into practice:
a consolidated framework for advancing implementation
science. Implement Sci. 2009;4:50. doi:10.1186/1748-5908-
4-50.

CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PAIN 119

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1526-4637.2010.00980.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1526-4637.2010.00980.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/pme.12172
https://doi.org/10.1111/pme.12172
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1526-4637.2007.00330.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1553-2712.2008.00227.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1553-2712.2008.00227.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2155-8256(19)30015-8
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1526-4637.2009.00716.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1526-4637.2009.00716.x
https://doi.org/10.1186/1748-5908-4-50
https://doi.org/10.1186/1748-5908-4-50


Appendix. Semistructured interview guide

Good morning/afternoon [insert participant name].
[Introductory section] For the purposes of research, I would like to record our conversation. Is that okay with you?
[TURN ON RECORDER—placed so that you can see the little red light. Also, see notes from the transcribing service on how
best to record a telephone interview. With the recorder on, state your name, respondent’s name, and today’s date. Confirm that
respondent has agreed to participate in the interview and to be recorded. Wait for audible affirmation.]

Do you have any questions before we get started? [Respond to questions].

Topic 1: Your experience with ECHO

(1) Initially what motivated you to participate in project ECHO?
(2) Reflecting on your experience with ECHO, how has it met or not met your expectations?

Prompts: Can you give me an example? What did you like most about ECHO? What did you like least about ECHO? Was there
anything that surprised you about participating in ECHO and, if so, what?

(3) *(If presented case) I want to ask about your experience(s) presenting a case at an ECHO session

I see you have presented a case for ECHO. Prompts: Patient detail and date

a. How did you decide what case to present? What was your experience of presenting a case?

Prompts: What were benefits and drawbacks of presenting? How did you feel about feedback from other spokes and the hub?

b. In what ways, if any, did presenting a case affect your management of the presented patient?

c. *(If did not presented case) I see you haven’t presented a case at ECHO. I’m curious as to why that might that be.

Prompts: Time constraints, perceived value for effort, type of practice, number of ECHO sessions.

Topic 2: Impact of ECHO on your practice

(4) How has ECHO affected your interaction with patients?
(5) How has participating in ECHO affected your interactions with clinicians in your practice?
(6) With health care providers outside your own team/office/clinic [as appropriate]?

a. What changes, if any, have you implemented in your practice because of ECHO?

Prompts: Communication, lab testing, use of electronic or other resources?

b. What would you say about the impact of ECHO on your confidence in managing pain patients?

c. Prompt if needed: Some participants have found that participation in ECHO has actually made them feel less
confident, because it exposed them to what they didn’t know. Can you comment on that at all?

Topic 3: Features of ECHO

ECHO relies on using technology to connect clinicians across Ontario. We are interested in your interactions with technology
and the different functionalities and features provided by ECHO.

a. How is your experience of using the Ontario Telemedicine Network or other connection method?

Prompt: User experience of online community building.

120 J. ZHAO ET AL.



b. We are interested in your experience using the online discussion board. Did you use this? How have you found this
tool to be helpful? How do you think this could be improved?

c. Did you find that the information/resources within ECHO supported your learning needs?

Prompts: Real-time support

d. Are their additional features you would like to see in ECHO?

Final Question:
Is there anything else that you thought I would ask that I didn’t ask or that you would like to add?
Thanks for your time and your valuable input.
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