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One in Fifteen Family Physicians Principally
Provide Emergency or Urgent Care
Stephen Petterson, PhD, Lars Peterson, MD, PhD, Robert L. Phillips, MD, MSPH,
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A small but nontrivial proportion of US family physicians devote most of their time providing emergency
or urgent care. With considerable attention focused on expanding access to primary care, it is important
to account for providers principally working outside of traditional primary care. (J Am Board Fam Med
2014;27:447–448.)
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Family physicians adapt their care depending on
the rurality, market conditions, and needs in their

community. Most family physicians provide com-
prehensive primary care associated with the profes-
sion’s traditional “basket of services,”1 but some
adapt their work to meet needs in other important
settings, including emergency departments and ur-
gent care centers.2

We used data routinely collected from all family
physicians during their Maintenance of Certification
for Family Physicians examination application be-
tween 2008 and 2012 (n � 22,192); we restricted our
analysis to those who passed the examination to avoid
double-counting physicians. We used rural urban
commuting area codes to classify rurality.3

We found that about 1 in 15 respondents (6.7%)
devoted �80% of their time to either emergency
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Figure 1. Percentage of family physicians passing the Maintenance of Certification–Family Physician examination
from 2008 to 2012 who report devoting at least 80% of their time to either emergency care or urgent care.
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(3.6%) or urgent care (3.1%). As expected, increas-
ing rurality was associated with greater proportions
of family physicians working principally in emer-
gency care.4 More male family physicians work in
emergency care, whereas more female physicians
work in urgent care.

With the growing national consensus regard-
ing the need to maintain and expand the primary
care pipeline, it is important that workforce plan-
ners and policymakers be able to accurately assess
the availability of primary care. This ability relies
on being able to identify primary care physicians
serving in clinical roles other than primary care. A small
but important percentage of family physicians are serv-
ing as emergency and urgent care physicians, particu-
larly in rural areas.
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