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Title

Physicians choice: Factors affecting physician density in Germany

Background

Especially in rural areas an ambulatory care physician shortage is emerging in some regions. Small area variations in then number of physician per capita hint at
regional factors influencing physician’s decision for practice establishment. On the other hand demographic changes could result in increasing population health care
needs. Together these factors could demand further actions to preserve an adequate medical supply across all regions.

Recent studies asked young physicians in hospital and medical students about barriers and facilitators for settling a practice in a certain region. Important aspects
mentioned where familial opportunities (e.g. partners vocational opportunities, school and other services for children) as well as the possibility for exchange of
information and cooperation with colleagues.

Objectives

Having at hand an indicator of need for action is a prerequisite for tailored interventions addressing urban-rural inequalities in physician coverage. This study aims to
develop an index of regional variation in physician’s preferences in establishing a practice. The index should be based on regional claims statistics. Furthermore the
index should enable a reliable and valid assessment of the chance for replacement of retiring physician in a particular region.

Methods

Factors associated with high or low preferences for practice settlement were identified from recent studies, literature review and expert interviews. The regional
statistics and indicators provided by the "Federal Institute for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development" (BBSR) where searched. A total of 30
indicators correspond with the a-priori identified aspects and where used to form an index. We used the level of administrative districts (N=412) to assess regional
variation. A principal component analysis with subsequent regression analysis was conducted.

Results

The Principal component analysis revealed 5 factors: 1) general factor “attractivity” for physicians practice settlement (partners job possibilities, exchange and
cooperation with colleagues, urban); child(day) care; 3) rural area and employment; 4) exchange of information and cooperation with colleagues; 5) rural are and
insufficient accessibility of e.g. railway-station, motorway, cities. In a multiple linear regression analysis factor 1, 2 and 4 showed positive association with regional
physician density. Factor 3 and 5 were negatively associated. The multiple correlation coefficient was R=0.91 indicating that the 5 factors could explain 82% of the
regional variation in physician coverage. The so-developed Index correlated with r=0.77 (0.07) with the percentual change in the regional number of physicians
(2000-2011) in eastern / western Germany.

Conclusion/Discussion/Policy Perspective

The index enables a valid and reliable assessment of regional attractivity for physicians practice settlement. However the ecological and cross-sectional data analyses
precludes causal and individual conclusions. Further research is needed to test if the detailed description of location factors could help tailored search for physicians
with special preferences for practice settlement.
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