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Abstract

Pandemics and public health crises underscore the essential role of primary care and family physicians in
maintaining the stability of healthcare systems. As the first line of defense, family physicians provide
comprehensive services, including disease prevention, early diagnosis, chronic disease management, and
psychosocial support. They are also instrumental in promoting health education, managing vaccination
programs, and adopting telemedicine to ensure continued access to care during emergencies. Despite their
vital role, primary care systems often face significant barriers, such as resource shortages, communication
gaps, and technological limitations, which hinder their ability to respond effectively. This review examines the
contributions of primary care physicians during pandemics and crises, focusing on their achievements,
challenges, and the strategies needed to strengthen healthcare systems for future emergencies. Enhanced
technological infrastructure, prioritization of resources, and improved communication frameworks are key to
building resilient and efficient primary care systems.
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Introduction

Crises and pandemics pose significant challenges to healthcare systems around the world, requiring health
systems to adapt to the medical and organizational requirements of managing crises and pandemics [1]. The
COVID-19 pandemic has posed enormous challenges to health and primary care systems, reshaping healthcare
delivery and emphasizing the critical role of primary care and family medicine [2,3].

Family medicine, also known as primary care, is the first line of defense for responding to crises and pandemics,
managing them, and providing medical services [4]. Family medicine focuses on a comprehensive approach that
focuses on prevention, early diagnosis, and management of chronic conditions, in addition to providing
psychosocial support [5].Family physicians also play a significant role in promoting health education, providing
direct and indirect care, administering vaccinations, and contributing to reducing the burden on hospitals
[6].Furthermore, family physicians have demonstrated remarkable adaptability to new challenges, such as
shortages of medical resources and rapidly changing treatment recommendations, by adopting telemedicine
technologies [7,8].

Primary healthcare and physicians contribute to proactively responding to crises and pandemics due to their
proximity to patients and their deep understanding of patients’ needs and requirements [9].In Saudi Arabia, the
primary care system is at the forefront of crisis and pandemic management, highlighting its strengths and
weaknesses. Family physicians have been tasked with bridging gaps in healthcare access, implementing
telemedicine solutions, and managing acute and chronic health conditions [10,11]. However, despite rapid
organizational adaptations, the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed systemic weaknesses, including limited digital
infrastructure and strain on human resources [8,12]. These challenges underscore the need to improve
digitization and communications across healthcare systems to enhance resilience to future health crises.
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Accordingly, this review aims to explore the pivotal role played by primary care physicians in confronting crises
and pandemics, and to review organizational responses, digital advances, and challenges in managing crises and
pandemics.

Key roles of primary care physicians in Saudi Arabia during crises and pandemics:

Managing health crises and pandemics requires an integrated and effective response from all health system
actors, especially primary care physicians as the first line of defense in primary health care [13]. In Saudi
Arabia, family physicians have shown great adaptability to the multiple challenges posed by the pandemic,
going beyond the boundaries of traditional care to ensure comprehensive and sustainable services during crises
and pandemics [14].

Education and Communication

Patients often view family physicians as trusted sources of health information, given their direct relationship
with patients and mutual trust. This trust places a responsibility on primary care physicians to keep up with
evolving evidence and provide accurate and practical guidance during times of crisis and pandemics, including
educating patients on preventive measures, symptom management, and infection control [15]. In addition,
primary care physicians play an important role in promoting public health measures, such as isolation and
quarantine. This contributes to strengthening the ability of health systems to confront and manage crises and
pandemics [16].

Surveillance and Early Detection

Primary care physicians play an important role in early detection and accurate diagnosis of diseases, as they act
as the first point of contact with patients. This enhances their ability to identify and manage the risks of crises
and pandemics at an early stage before the health problem worsens [17]. In addition, physicians play a pivotal
role in monitoring community health and reporting important findings to public health authorities [18].

Triage and Treatment of Epidemic Diseases in the Community

Most epidemic diseases, including COVID-19, cause mild to moderate symptoms in the majority of patients.
Primary care physicians manage these cases in the community, reducing hospital admissions and conserving
medical resources for more complex cases. Family physicians also contribute by triaging and treating patients in
outpatient settings or at home to reduce hospital overcrowding and reduce the risk of hospital-acquired disease
outbreaks [19].

Promoting preventive care among vulnerable populations

Family physicians are uniquely positioned to proactively identify and support patients and populations in areas
at risk for epidemics or who are immunocompromised through patient education, immunization, coordination of
infection prevention strategies, and ensuring timely access to health care resources. Family physicians often set
infection control and outbreak response standards. Their involvement ensures that these settings are adequately
equipped to mitigate risk [20].

Home care and telemedicine

As hospital resources are stretched during epidemics, family physicians are tasked with managing more acute
illnesses in outpatient settings and at home. This includes patients who typically require short hospital stays but
are transferred to community care to reduce exposure risk and preserve hospital capacity. Adaptations such as
telemedicine, virtual visits, and enhanced multidisciplinary home care teams enable primary care providers to
effectively meet these demands [8,21].

Vaccination rollout

Primary care physicians play a pivotal role in delivering vaccines during pandemics. Patients are more likely to
accept vaccinations after discussions with family physicians, building on the understanding and trust that has
developed over time. This is particularly important in overcoming vaccine hesitancy, which often hinders public
health efforts [22].

Post-pandemic recovery

The aftermath of pandemics often brings increased health care needs. Prolonged social isolation, job loss, and
delayed medical care contribute to poor physical and mental health. Family physicians are vital in addressing
these issues, providing counseling, resuming routine care, and managing deferred preventive measures. In
addition, primary care physicians are likely to experience increased severity of medical complaints,
necessitating an adaptable, patient-centered approach [23].

Pandemic preparedness and planning

Pandemics underscore the need for a proactive, recovery-oriented approach to health care. Accordingly, primary
care physicians develop and define strategies for responding to crises and epidemics. In addition, primary care
physicians contribute through lessons learned to help design flexible frameworks for future crises [24].

Barriers facing family physicians in providing effective primary care during crises and epidemics.
Primary care plays a critical role in managing crises and epidemics, family physicians face significant barriers
that hinder their ability to perform these roles effectively. The main barriers they face are:

Time Constraints
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Family physicians often operate under intense pressures, even in routine circumstances. The additional
responsibilities and the need to adapt clinical practices during a pandemic exacerbate these pressures. Balancing
ongoing patient care with emergent pandemic-related duties becomes a considerable challenge, potentially
leading to physician burnout and decreased efficiency [25].
Communication Challenges
Miscommunication or insufficient communication between public health agencies and primary care providers
has been consistently identified as a major barrier. This lack of coordinated communication diminishes the
effectiveness of primary care in aligning with broader pandemic strategies and delivering timely interventions
[26].
Governance and Coordination
In contrast to centralized structures seen in hospitals and public health agencies, primary care often lacks a
unified governance framework [26].
Technological Limitations
Technology is a critical enabler for pandemic responses in primary care, facilitating virtual consultations,
communication, triaging, and surveillance. Despite advancements prompted by COVID-19, significant gaps
remain in the adoption and integration of digital tools. Enhancing the technological infrastructure of primary
care is essential to improve efficiency and expand service capacity during future pandemics [8].
Recognition and Support
Lack of resources is one of the most prominent challenges facing family physicians during epidemics. Primary
care centers often suffer from a shortage of personal protective equipment (PPE) necessary to protect health
workers from infection. Crises can also lead to disruption of supply chains, causing shortages of essential
medicines and vaccines. In addition, the shortage of medical personnel, especially in rural areas, increases the
burden on available physicians, affecting the quality of care provided [27].
Future directions for strengthening primary care in epidemic preparedness
Prioritize Primary Care in PPE Distribution:Ensure that primary care providers receive adequate personal
protective equipment (PPE) to maintain safety and continuity of care [28].
Strengthen Syndromic Surveillance:Enhance access to and utilization of data generated in primary care
settings for effective syndromic surveillance, enabling timely identification of outbreaks [29].
Representation in Pandemic Planning:Include primary care representatives on pandemic planning and
response committees across healthcare sectors. Develop tailored pandemic response plans specific to primary
care in each community [30].
Develop Clinical Care Pathways:Create and disseminate clinical guidelines to support family physicians in
managing higher-acuity illnesses within community settings, reducing hospital strain [30].
Invest in Technology:Encourage governmental investment in primary care technology to improve the quality,
accessibility, and efficiency of telemedicine and virtual consultations [8].
Expand Home-Based Care:Promote the expansion of home-based care services by family physicians to reduce
the need for hospital visits and provide care in safer environments [8].
Foster Effective Communication:Ensure timely, transparent, and consistent communication between public
health organizations and primary care. Provide clear, unified messages for physicians to relay to patients [26].
Conclusion:
Primary care physicians play a critical role in responding to health crises and pandemics, increasing their
effectiveness in addressing health system challenges and pressures on hospitals, managing public health
education, and ensuring continuity of care. The adaptability of family physicians, particularly in Saudi Arabia,
has been commendable despite facing systemic challenges. To enhance resilience, strategic investments in
digital infrastructure, clear communication frameworks, and pandemic-specific planning are essential.
Furthermore, expanding home-based care and integrating primary care into national pandemic strategies would
create a better position health systems for future crises.
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