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In the fall of 2010, the Alliance for Health 
Reform, with support from the Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation, held a series of 
Capitol Hill briefings on issues pertaining to 
the health care workforce.  The first brief-
ing in the series examined the physician 
workforce. It looked at supply and demand 
issues that may be changing as a result 
of health reform. Panelists were: Edward 
Salsberg, National Center for Workforce 
Analysis, HRSA; Thomas Ricketts, Cecil G. 
Sheps Center for Health Services Research, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; 
and Jay Crosson of the Kaiser Permanente 
Institute for Health Policy.  The second 
briefing focused on nurses, allied health 
professionals, direct care workers and the 
various provisions of the health reform law 
pertaining to them. Panelists were: Joel 
Teitelbaum, George Washington University; 
Bob Konrad, Cecil G. Sheps Center; Linda 
Burnes Bolton, Cedars-Sinai Medical Center 
and Catherine Dower, University of Califor-
nia, San Francisco.

Health Care Workforce:
Future Supply vs. Demand
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Some key factors affecting 
the adequacy of the health 
care workforce include 
growth in the insured 
population as a result of the 
health reform law, an aging 
U. S. population, an aging 
health care workforce, the 

Fast Facts
■ 40 percent of practicing physicians are older than 55; about one-third of 

the nursing workforce is over age 50. 

■ Economists say a third of physicians could retire in the next 10 years.

■ More than half of nurses over 50 say they plan to retire in the next de-
cade.  

■ Team-based care and an expanded role for advance practice nurses and 
physician assistants could mitigate the shortage of primary care providers.

■ The Institute of Medicine recommended, in October 2010, that nurses be 
allowed to practice to the full extent of their education and training. Cur-
rently only eleven states allow nurse practitioners to practice independent 
of a physician. 

■ Student medical school debt averages $145,000 for those graduating 
from public medical schools and $180,000 for those graduating from 
private schools, causing many to choose higher paying specialty areas of 
practice over primary care.

■ According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the economic downturn be-
ginning in December 2007 has resulted in a loss of 8.4 million jobs. In this 
same period, health care employment grew by 732,000.

diversity of the workforce 
and the state of the economy. 
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The first 
of the boomers turned 65 in 
January 2011 and became eli-
gible for Medicare. A total of 
78 million boomers will reach 
that age by 2030. 
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The Patient Protection 
and Affordable Care Act 
(popularly, the ACA) of 
March 2010 aims to cover 
an additional 32 million 
American citizens and legal 
residents beginning in 2014. 
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By whatever means, 
expanding coverage to 
32 million people increases 
the demand on the current 
and future provider supply.
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Projected Physician Supply and Demand:
Baseline and Alternative Scenario*, 2006–2025
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* Alternative scenario  projected by AAMC  uses a set of assumptions including increased 
utilization, changes in work schedules, expansion of GME capacity and productivity 
improvements.

Source: Association of American Medical Colleges, Center for Workforce Studies. October 2008. "The Complexi-
ties of Physician Supply and Demand: Projections Through 2025."
(http://www.tht.org/education/resources/AAMC.pdf)
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Models of care that rely 
on primary care playing a 
greater role in chronic care 
management are beginning to 
show evidence of increasing 
quality of care and containing 
costs. �����	��
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Primary care physi-
cians are at the bottom of the 
physician income chart. Radi-
ologists and orthopedic sur-
geons at the upper end of the 
scale might earn three times 
the income of a primary care 
physician. 12��
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Total Annual Compensation 
for Select Private Practice 

Physicians 2009
PRACTICE AREA 2009*

Median ($)

Orthopedics 473,770

Radiology 468,594

Dermatology 385,088

Pediatrics 192,000

Family Medicine 
(w/o OB)

183,999

Geriatrics 179,950
*Medical Group Management Association.  
Physician Compensation and Production  
Survey, 2010 Report Based on 2009 Data.

Source: American Geriatrics Society, Geriatrics 
Workforce Policy Studies Center. Adapted 
from Table 1.7. http://www.adgapstudy.uc.edu/
figs_practice.cfm 
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While most of the headlines 
focus on physician and 
registered nurse shortages, 
another significant shortage 
— that of direct care workers 
— has received far less 
attention. *����
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Many provisions in the ACA 
pertain to health workforce 
education and training at all 
levels, assessing needs, and 
the delivery of care. But the 
states will have a major role in 
how it plays out. 

+�	�
�������
�	�
	�
��	�
�������

�	�
����

��������	��
�	��������	�

�
��	�	�
������
��
�
��
��
�
�
�
�	�	�
������
�����
���
��
����

������
�	�

���
������
����
����
��
���
�����
���

	����

��
�����
�	
�����
�������
�	�

���
	����

��
���
���
���
����
2�����

�
�
���
����
	��	�
�	������
�	��


�����
����	���
��
�
������
�
�
�
�	����

2����
�
������
����
���
���	��
���
�	

����
�
������
�
�������	��
��	
�

��	�
	��
���
���	�	�
���
����������
����
�
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Source: PHI "Who Are Direct-Care Workers?" Fact Sheet 3. February 2011. 
http://www.directcareclearinghouse.org/download/NCDCW%20Fact%20Sheet-1.pdf
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Evidence cited by many 
experts suggests that 
quality and safety are not 
compromised and access is 
improved when nurses are 
able to exercise the practice 
of their skills to their full 
potential. 9�����
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Some analysts question 
whether physicians being 
trained today are learning 
the right skill set. (
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Though there has been 
an increase in diversity 
in U.S. medical schools 
overall, including some 
significant gains in 2010, 
many ethnic groups remain 
underrepresented relative 
to their numbers in the U.S. 
population. *���
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The health industry has 
been growing jobs steadily 
for some time, even during 
recent bad economic times. 
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Ed Sals-
berg, director of the new Na-
tional Center for Health Work-
force Analysis, observed that 
“increasing the supply alone 
will not be sufficient to as-
sure access. Redesigning the 
delivery system to make more 
effective use of our health 
workforce is critical.” 9�����
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