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19.6 US Relies Heavily on Specialists in Contrast to Primary Care Doctors


Compared with some major competitors, the United States relies more on specialists than on primary care doctors.




 In the United States, seven in 10 physicians are specialists (figure 19.6a). This is higher than in France or Canada, where fewer than half of practicing doctors are specialists. However, by this same metric, U.S. reliance on specialists is only somewhat higher than in the UK, the same as in Germany, and is lower than in Japan. 
  [image: The United States is not alone in relying heavily on specialty physician care.]

 In most countries, the specialty share has been increasing since 1994. In the United States, the specialty share is down slightly from its 1994 level. However, in the most recent residency match, fewer than 20 percent of medical residencies were in primary care, suggesting that absent some major change in policy, the specialty share is likely to increase in the future. 
 The ratio of nurses to physicians in the United States is approximately in the middle of the remaining OECD countries for which such data are available (figure 19.6b). However, Canada's ratio is 50 percent higher than in the United States and in countries most comparable to the United States in terms of health spending per capita (the Netherlands, Norway, and Switzerland), the ratio is approximately 30 percent more. No strong inferences can be made about either efficiency or quality from these comparisons, but they illustrate how differently industrialized nations organize and deliver medical care. 
  [image: The ratio of practicing nurses to doctors in the United States is comparable to the ratios in other OECD nations.]

 The new health reform law has several provisions designed to expand the supply of primary care providers. The law included (starting in 2011) a 10 percent bonus for five years under the Medicare fee schedule, to family doctors, internists, geriatricians, nurse practitioners, and physician assistants who provide 60 percent of services in qualifying evaluation and management codes. The law also requires states to increase Medicaid payment rates to Medicare levels in 2013 and 2014 for providers who deliver certain primary care services. These measures might encourage more medical students to enter these fields and also might delay the retirement of those thinking about quitting their practices. 
 If implemented, the new health reform law will increase demand for primary care. How much of that ultimately is provided through physicians as opposed to less expensive mid-level providers (for example, physician assistants or nurse practitioners) remains to be seen. 
1. Downloads 



 Download PowerPoint versions of both figures. 

 	Figure 19.6a Image Slide (as it appears above)

	Figure 19.6a Editable Slide (can be formatted as desired)

	Figure 19.6b Image Slide (as it appears above)

	Figure 19.6b Editable Slide (can be formatted as desired)
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19.6a The United States is not alone in relying heavily on specialty physician care
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