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Being a doctor isn’t what it used to be
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There have been several articles lately about the problems some Sonoma County doctors are having with a local managed care program.  It seems they’re not getting paid for many of their services.  One possible problem mentioned is that the program is run by doctors and they’re not too good at running a business. They’re too used to just increasing fees if overhead increases and aren’t prepared to control internal costs. This may be so, but I think there may be a totally different reason, one that is much more ominous news for doctors.





Perhaps, just perhaps, the time has come when the marketplace has decided that doctors are overpaid.  I initially found this hard to believe, but several unrelated news items make me think it is a possibility.





First, there was a report in 1996 or 1997 that, for the first time, there were more female enrollees in medical school than male.  This is significant because, when a normally male dominated profession has a significant increase in the number of female practitioners, it usually signifies the status of that profession is declining.  The secondary result is that the average incomes in that profession usually start to decline.





This is not criticizing women, only noting that it is when men start to abandon a profession that the opportunities for women open up.  This leads to the increase in women in the profession. The usual reason for the male abandonment is that other fields open up that offer potential for greater income. 





This has also been noted lately in the increase in the percentage of female college students. A reason given for the present 55% female to 45% male enrollment shift has been that the money spent on a collage education is thought by some males to be better invested in starting a business.  





There has also been a recent report that the absolute number of people going into medical school (male and female) has decreased for the first time. There could be a number of reasons for this. Doctors may be having second thoughts about medicine as a career and counseling their children to avoid it as a profession.  There may truly be an oversupply of doctors in the country and potential medical students are making a deliberate decision to avoid the field, or many of those with the parental and financial support to consider medical school, may see the investment profession as an attractive option.





In 1998 the federal government reduced the support given to teaching hospitals by over $400 million.  Whether this was because of a perceived oversupply of doctors or for other reasons I don’t know.  There was also a rumor that this represented a decrease in financial support for training foreign doctors to practice in the U.S.  Either way it sent a message that the production of new doctors wasn’t a federal priority.





Perhaps the explosion in the number of procedures that were formerly performed in hospital operating rooms and are now done on an “out patient” basis in doctor’s offices or hospital treatment rooms is somehow involved in the public perception that doctors have a lesser status.





The large number of cosmetic procedures now being done and the use of high tech equipment in many procedures may be causing the public to view doctors more as technicians and service providers than as healers.





It used to be that doctors, lawyers, teachers and the clergy were highly respected professions.  This is much less so today.  The fact that doctors voted at the recent American Medical Association meeting to consider unionizing indicates the profession may becoming “just a job” and doctors will have to negotiate for income just like any other working man.          





What fuels the working world today is profit with a capital “P”. Maybe the medical profession looked too much at Profit and now their pendulum is swinging backwards and it isn’t such a bad thing.











