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Primary Care Physician Shortage:
Reality or Hype?

In June 2006, the
Massachusetts Medical
Society issued a
comprehensive report on the
state's physician workforce
that included an "alarming"
new finding: a shortage of
physicians in internal
medicine and family
practice. That marked the
first time that shortages in
primary care were recorded
in Massachusetts, one of the
most physician-rich states in ;
the country. According to ,

the report, the percentage of : —

people waiting more than two months to see a primary care physician
jumped from 10 percent in 2005 to 16 percent in 2006.

In March 2007, a study co-sponsored by the National Association of
Community Health Centers and the American Academy of Family
Physicians categorized nearly one in five Americans as medically
disenfranchised, because they had inadequate access or no access to
primary care physicians.

Many supply-side factors are believed to contribute to the apparent
shortage of primary care physicians: fewer physicians choosing to enter
primary care specialties because of high case loads, stressful working
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conditions, salaries well below the norm for procedure-oriented
specialties, lifestyle choices made by many younger and women
physicians who desire to work fewer hours per week, and the increasing
tendency of older physicians to retire early or switch careers.

Looking ahead, the aging of the population will cause the demand for
primary care physicians to grow steadily over the next 15 to 20 years,
while universal health insurance, if legislated after the presidential
election, could significantly increase demand for primary care within
younger age groups, as it apparently has in Massachusetts.

Taking all this into account, it is not surprising that many prominent
health care researchers have concluded that the primary care physician
shortage is a reality in 2008, and will become a more serious problem in
the decade ahead. A study released by the University of Missouri in
June predicts that the United States could face a shortage of up to
44,000 family physicians and general internists by 2025.

Policy makers have responded by recommending that we produce more
doctors - in primary care and in other specialties. The Council on
Graduate Medical Education recommended that total enrollment in U.S.
medical schools increase by 15 percent over the next 10 years. The
Association of American Medical Colleges is requesting medical
schools to increase enroliments by 30 percent over the next seven to 15
years.

Case closed? No way. Many other prominent researchers say the United
States is not facing a physician shortage, and that adding more
physicians is not a sound strategy. Their arguments are as follows:

o New physicians will not choose to practice in rural areas or other
physician shortage areas, so the long-standing problem of
geographic maldistribution will not be solved.

o More physicians will add to health care costs, but will not result
in better health outcomes.

o Increasing the supply of physicians will perpetuate existing
inefficient models of care delivery.

o A better strategy would be to find ways to deliver care in a more
cost-effective manner such as using teams that rely more heavily
on physician assistants and nurse practitioners, allowing primary
care physicians to treat larger patient panels.

The bottom line is that a primary care physician shortage is a reality
reflected in the inappropriate use of hospital emergency rooms and the
difficulty many health systems face attracting primary care physicians
to practice in small communities or rural areas. Creative recruitment
and retention strategies that strike the right balance among
compensation, practice environment, and lifestyle issues will
differentiate winners from losers in the search for primary care
physicians, at least until broader, national solutions are found.



For more information on primary care physician supply issues, contact
Hugo Finarelli at 215-399-1855 or hfinarelli@hss-inc.com.

Hugo Finarelli

Join Craig Holm and Lou Glaser for their presentation on

"Establishing a Systematic Process to Evaluate and Develop Joint
Ventures and Alternatives”

September 18 in San Francisco
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