
Rheumatology services across Canada face increas- 
ing pressure from workforce shortages, growing 
patient volumes, and long wait times. Traditional 

follow-up models often require patients to attend routine 
appointments every 6 to 12 months, regardless of dis- 
ease activity or clinical need. Yet studies suggest that 20-
50% of these visits may not result in treatment changes, 
highlighting opportunities to better align care delivery 
with patient needs.1

Appointments by Choice (ABC) is a patient-initiated 
follow-up model designed to address these challenges.2,3 
Developed through extensive engagement with patients, 
clinicians, and health system leaders,4 ABC shifts care 
from routinely scheduled visits to a system where patients 
access rheumatology services when they need them. 

Eligible patients with stable rheumatoid arthritis (RA) 
extend routine rheumatologist follow-up intervals, of-
ten to 24 months, while maintaining rapid access to care 
through a clearly defined pathway. The model includes 
patient education, shared decision-making tools, and 
a pharmacist-led model supporting rapid access to care 
when needed for flares or changes in health status. 

A pilot implementation launched in 2024 within a 
multi-physician rheumatology clinic. Early results de-
monstrate strong feasibility and acceptability. Of 140 
eligible patients, 76 (54%) enrolled, and nearly 90% re-
mained in the program over 18 months. Safety outcomes 
have been reassuring, with only 7% of participants requir- 
ing a return to standard scheduled follow-up because 
of disease flares or changing clinical circumstances. Pa-
tients consistently reported high satisfaction, particularly 
appreciating reduced travel requirements and rapid access 
to support when concerns arose. 

Key Impact: ABC reduced routine follow-up visits, 
freeing approximately 1,520 minutes of rheumatologist 
time, equivalent to 38 new patient consultations.

These early findings suggest that patient-initiated fol-
low-up can safely improve access, enhance patient expe-
rience, and optimize specialist capacity. As healthcare 
systems continue to seek sustainable solutions, ABC of-
fers a promising model for delivering high-quality, pa-
tient-centred rheumatology care while preserving timely 
access for patients with the greatest need.
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