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Editorial

Purpose of a family medicine journal
Clinical relevance, social accountability, or both?

Sarah Fraser MSc MD CCFP, DEPUTY EDITOR

What is the purpose of a medical journal? While 
literature exists on the topic,1 it is not specific to 
family medicine. September’s issue of Canadian 

Family Physician (CFP), which includes articles about 
social accountability and clinical content, has led us to 
reflect upon our purpose. 

Family medicine journals around the world take a 
variety of approaches. American Family Physician no 
longer publishes research articles; instead, it focuses 
on short, easily digestible clinical content.2 The British 
Journal of General Practice has a greater focus on 
research.3 The Australian Journal of General Practice mir-
rors our structure in terms of publishing a combination 
of research, shorter clinical content, and essays.4 

How do we determine CFP’s content? It is in part based 
on your feedback. Each year, we distribute our Medical 
Readership Information survey. Respondents, composed 
of College of Family Physicians of Canada members, pro-
vide their opinions on the content of the journal. In the 
most recent survey, readers were in agreement about 
their enjoyment of our clinical content. Yet there were 
also striking differences in opinion: some commented that 
we focus too much on social topics, while others found 
our attention to social issues insufficient. 

This issue includes clinical content, but there are sev-
eral articles on social accountability, as well. A commen-
tary (page 599) reviews the barrier of cost when it comes 
to accessing medications and provides a potential solu-
tion.5 Anawati et al (pages 594 and 630) address social 
accountability in health care, discussing the need for fam-
ily doctors to be antiracist both in our practices and in the 
systems within which we work.6,7 

While socially themed articles may be met with resis-
tance by some, social accountability is recognized to 
be an essential component of medical education and 
practice, as discussed in a landmark report published by 
the World Health Organization in 1995.8 Social account-
ability has now become a standard to which medical 
schools must adhere for accreditation,9 and the current 
multiyear update of the CanMEDS framework includes 
an increased focus on anti-oppression and antiracism.10 

Clinical knowledge is the lifeblood of our daily prac-
tice. But what is the benefit of knowing the latest diabe-
tes guidelines if we fail to recognize that our patient will 
not fill their prescription because of the cost? I am a White 

physician and I work in an Indigenous community. How do 
I, in a position of privilege, work to eliminate racism from 
my own practice and within the discipline of medicine? We 
know that the consequences of racism can be dire. 

Joyce Echaquan was an Atikamekw woman with a his-
tory of cardiomyopathy who live-streamed a video docu-
menting derogatory comments being made to her by health 
care workers while she suffered in respiratory distress, later 
passing away from pulmonary edema secondary to her 
cardiac condition.11 In the coroner’s report, it was written 
that “[t]he racism and prejudice that Mrs. Echaquan faced 
was certainly a contributing factor to her death.”11 

As a medical journal, CFP aims to inform our readers 
about the latest thinking in our discipline and improve 
the quality of care for our patients. Acting as socially 
accountable physicians is an essential part of provid-
ing that high-quality care. We must examine our own 
conscious and unconscious biases to ensure no harm is 
done. By discussing social accountability, we hope not 
only to ensure our patients receive the best care possible, 
but also to prevent tragic and unjust outcomes, such as 
the death of 37-year-old Joyce Echaquan, mother of 7.        

The opinions expressed in editorials are those of the authors. Publication does not imply endorse-
ment by the College of Family Physicians of Canada.
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