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PRIMARY CARE PRACTICE FOR MEDICAL 

STUDENTS: WHAT ARE THE TRENDS AND HOW 

CAN WE SUPPORT SELECTION OF PRIMARY 

CARE SPECIALTIES? 

  

With New York University’s summer commitment to offer 

free tuition for all current and future medical students, we 

thought this would be a great excuse to examine why 

medical students select the fields they do. What does the evidence say? What have our state experts 

observed, and what are the trends? How can primary care be incentivized, and how can we keep students 

in generalist positions? To examine the issue, WCMEW interviewed Larry Pheifer, Executive Director, 

Wisconsin Academy of Family Physicians, to discuss promising programs and concerning trends. We also 

review the trends in primary care selection for medical students.  

 

From 2000 to 2014, the total physician workforce expanded by 30%, from 541,243 to 705,498 

physicians nationwide. However, primary care expanded at a slower rate (22.5%) compared to 

specialists (34%).i A greater share of fourth year medical students are opting into specialty practice, 

though the number of students matching into primary care continues to rise each year – just at a slower 

rate than specialty positions. National Residency Match Program (NRMP) data showsii: 
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• “Internal Medicine (categorical) has gained positions every year since 2005 and offered 7,542 

positions in 2018, the highest on record. Compared with 2017, the specialty offered 309 more 

positions and filled 262 more, but 50 fewer positions were filled by U.S. seniors. The position fill 

rate was 97.6 percent, with a record-low 42.4 percent filled by U.S. seniors. 

• In 2018, Family Medicine offered 3,629 positions and filled 3,510 (96.7%), both the highest on 

record. U.S. seniors filled only 44.9 percent of those positions.  

• Pediatrics (categorical) has gained positions every year since 2013 and offered a record-high 

2,768 positions in 2018. The overall fill rate was 97.9 percent, but only 63.1 percent were filled 

by U.S. seniors, one of the lowest on record.” 

 

Data indicates that U.S. medical school seniors are not filling as many primary care residency programs 

as they used to, and International Medical Graduates (IMGs) are increasingly filling generalist residency 

positions. For example, “between 2014 and 2018, a larger proportion of IMGs matched every year in 

categorical Internal Medicine (42.7% in 2014 to 46.4% in 2018)” – contributing to the growth in these 

fields. So why aren’t U.S. seniors opting for primary care practice?  

 

A 2012 peer-reviewed article suggests that students view work-life balance for all physicians negatively, 

but primary care especially so.iii Research points to further roadblocks – students cited more paperwork 

and charting coupled with greater breadth of knowledge for less pay in primary care careers, compared 

to other specialties.iv Early and high-quality exposure to primary care is cited as one way to develop 

positive attitudes toward primary care. Nevertheless, these experiences must occur within streamlined, 

team-based care practice environments, or otherwise could have a detrimental effect on student 

perceptions of primary care.   

 

NYU’s free tuition promise announcement cites financial barriers for students accruing high debt (per 

student today is approximately 200,000 according to recent AAMC data) who may opt for more 

lucrative specialist practice. However, the data is mixed on whether debt impacts specialty selection.v 

Recent research found that when comparing students pursing primary care to those opting for specialty 

care, there was no significant difference in average student loan debt for students pursuing each area 

of practice. But other studies point to student debt as a barrier to medical choice.vi The verdict is still out 

on the evidence – and only time will tell whether NYU’s approach will incentivize primary care practice. 

So what do we know works? Read on for edited excerpts from an interview with Larry Pheifer, WAFP.  

 

WCMEW: We know primary care practice is important – generalists are the door to specialty care, and 

preventive health is often provided by primary care physicians along with other providers. Why, in your 

experience, are some students being turned off by primary care practice? 

 

Pheifer: The most significant thing we’ve heard that turns off students in the area of primary care is having 

a grumpy preceptor. A student shows up and has a bad experience with that teacher. It could be someone 

who’s complaining about paperwork, or burned out in general, or just is not finding joy in their work. 

Family Physicians are also the third lowest paid physician in all specialties, ahead of only pediatrics and 

psychiatry. So that doesn’t help either because of high debt. Whether or not that debt is really going to 

be a factor, we know it’s a perceived burden either way for a lot of students here. The perceived 

https://nyulangone.org/press-releases/nyu-school-of-medicine-offers-full-tuition-scholarships-to-all-new-current-medical-students
http://www.rimed.org/rimedicaljournal/2016/07/2016-07-19-cont-gil.pdf
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administrative burden for PC is also higher because of the employed nature of family doctors today. 

Plus, let’s say a family doctor performs a procedure – say, removes a wart. A dermatologist gets paid 

significantly more for that same procedure. There’s also so much emphasis on volume these days, and that 

burden is perceived to be worse in primary care.  

 

WCMEW: What can we do to support interest in family medicine?  

 

Pheifer: A lot has to do with the selection process – finding students with a rural interest or from smaller 

towns who grew up in that environment, who value those community relationships and will return to their 

homes for practice. If medical schools aren’t able to locate these students, or if there isn’t an interest in 

healthcare cultivated from an early stage, then it’s a tough match. Messaging about primary care is also 

important. What are the signals being sent from medical school? Is it looked down upon? That negative 

communication can have an impact. We also need to address physician well-being – more than half of 

residents report feeling burned out, and many are depressed or suicidal. This impacts our physicians and 

patients in many ways. And when we have a student that selects primary care, we need to keep them 

there. That depends on what the employer allows – for example an employer may say a FM physician 

can’t treat bipolar disorder, because they want to increase referrals enough to build enough patient 

volume to attract and hire a psychiatrist to get that higher reimbursement rate.  

 

Wisconsin has also developed Graduate Medical Education (GME) grants that specifically target primary 

care and other needed specialties. These grants have done a lot to support opportunities for training in 

primary care, and make sure we have a pipeline that continues to support interest across the state. GME 

is especially important, because we don’t want to lose students who show preliminary interest in primary 

care to another state for their residency. We need to keep those students here in Wisconsin.    

 

WCMEW: What are the selling points for family practice?  

 

Pheifer: It’s really all about the relationships. There are a wide variety of skills needed, but overall 

people in this field value building connections in the community. Unique relationships – that’s what family 

medicine is all about. That can be hard to show and hard to translate though, especially if there aren’t 

rural rotations available for students at the beginning of their training. But we do know that 87% of 

family docs say they’d do it again – which is higher than the general physician population. We actually 

see higher satisfaction rates for them, once they’re in practice.  

 

WCMEW: How are WAFP and other partners around the state addressing these issues? 

 

Pheifer: There is an excellent grant administered by the Wisconsin Office of Rural Health that provides 

$20,000 per year for three consecutive years for practicing in an underserved area, for primary care. 

There are other debt reduction and grant programs that help, too. WAFP also sponsors 50 students each 

year to attend a FP conference in Kansas City, and we are proud that of all the students who have 

attended that event, with residents and programs nationwide, 77% of our students have selected FM. 

Research shows there’s a certain type of person who’s more inclined to select FM, so we’re doing what 
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we can to identify those students and support their training along the way. Provide mentors and 

connections to show the value of primary care practice, and the unique relationships with patients.  

 

WAFP welcomes your feedback – to connect, please contact Larry at larry@wafp.org.  

 

WORKFORCE IN THE NEWS 

  

How the Cleveland Clinic overcame barriers to team-based care AMA Wire – How has Cleveland 

Clinic expanded team-based care beyond primary are settings? What has the organization done to 

address challenges including patient reluctance, physician apprehension, and financial concerns?  

Columbus Hospital hosts rural health care event Portage Daily Register – In late September, the 

Wisconsin Collaborative for Rural GME teamed up with Columbus Community Hospital to host 50 

students for a day of rural learning. The event featured a panel discussion with rural providers, hike, 

and discussion about practice in rural communities.  

Nurse Practitioners: A Solution to America’s primary care crisis American Enterprise Institute and 

Physician Assistant Market Poised to Fill Patient Care Access Gap Patient Engagement HIT – Recent 

publications discuss the role of Advanced Practice Clinicians in supporting patient care – including data 

on outcomes, implementation, and limitations.   

 

 

i Shifting Sources of U.S. Primary Care Physicians, Robert Graham Center. 2015. https://www.graham-
center.org/rgc/publications-reports/publications/one-pagers/shifting-sources-2015.html  
ii Results and Data: 2018 Main Residency Match. NRMP. https://mk0nrmpcikgb8jxyd19h.kinstacdn.com/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/Main-Match-Result-and-Data-2018.pdf  
iii Philips, Julie et al. How Do Medical Students View the Work Life of Primary Care and Specialty Physicians? 2012. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4120645/  
iv Hauer, KE et al. Factors Associated with medical students’ career choices regarding internal medicine. 2008. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18780844  
v Rohlfing, James, et al. Medical student debt and major life choices other than specialty. 2014. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4229497/.  
vi Barriers to Primary Care as a Medical Career Choice, AMA Council on Medical Education. 2008. https://www.ama-
assn.org/sites/default/files/media-browser/public/about-ama/councils/Council%20Reports/council-on-medical-
education/a08-cme-barriers-primary-care-medical-career-choice%20%282%29.pdf  

                                                        

Find this newsletter online at: https://www.wcmew.org/publications/  

Questions about content, or have a resource to share? Email randrae@wcmew.org. 
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