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oniine about physicians’ education, poard certifica-
{hie search for a non-
specialist you can count on to diagnose, treat

and handle everything from the luto a

tion and malpractice suits,

physical to the potential of something
more serious stili can be frustrating.

Not too iong ago, people had a physi-

cian for life, said Dr. Sarmantha Co!H@
chief medical officer of\ HealthGrades,
a Colorado comparty that provides on-
line ratings and profiles of doctors.
nospitals and nursing homes.

But things have become more com-
plicated.

Fewer primary care physicians,
tamily practice phyvsicians and inter-
nal medicine doctors are in the selec-
tion pool due o 2 physician sHortage.

“They’re having a hard time find-
g primary care doctors, period.
There are fewer U.S. medical
school graduates going into
those fields,” says Dr. Davis
Liu, a family physician in
Sacramenio, Caiif., and
~author of the upcoming book
UStay Healthy, Live Longer, Spend
Wisely: Mmmg Intelligent Choices in
America’s Healthcare System.”

The number of doctors training in
the United States to be internists has
dropped from 54 percent in 1989 to
27 percent in 2003, he said.

Patients and doctors alse are more

mobile these cays. And so is the insur-

ance, with employers often switching
to more cost-ettective plans, forcing
patients to find new doctors who Lan-
dle minor illnesses and practice pre-
ventive medicine.

Whaen the new search begins, a fre-
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BEFORE YOU GO {o your first primary
care physician appointment, you rnay
want to make a checkiist of heaith
ssues you would like addressed. Visit
the National Institutes aof Health's
Medaline Plus site for information
about physicat exams anc other
'mportant topICS:
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quent complaint is the walt for an appoiniment.

Faster walk-in options and clinics that are open late and on
weekends are increasing, inciuding MinuteClinics, staffed by
nurse practitioners at drugstores, and Health-e-Station, a Peach-
tree City, Ga., center where you can have a video conference with

a doctor.

Some folks still desire a doctor to not enly treat seasonal bugs
but also keep an eye on cholesterol and other health concerns. If
that’s what you seek, patients, physicians and registered nurses
offered a checklist for searching for your go-to physician.

Know whom te call.

You’ll rarely hear the term
“general practitioner” these
days. Primary care and tamily
practice doctors, who see both
children and adults, and inter-
nal medicine doctors, who usu-
ally see those at least 16 to
18 years old and up, are the
chotces. Determine i you pre-
fer a female or maie doctor,
and if you want a solo practitio-
ner or someone who is part of a

group.

- Find out who is on your insur-
ance plam.

Having that list 1s a good
starting point. Determine
which doctor has multiple lo-
cations or offices near your
home. Also, know which nosp:-
tals have staflf privileges —
usually by looking online or
calling the olfice — to make
sure it’s near where you jtve

Get word-of-mouth referrals.

Ask co-workers, other par-
ents, people who share your
religious beliefs whom they
recommend. If you know peo-
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ole who work in the health care
community, get thelr impres-
SIONSs.

“ . Call the doctors’ offices to in-
vestigate.

How fast you can get an ap-
pointment is going to be a ma-
jor factor. If you're being told
the wait 1s iong take the ini-
tiativec and ask if uuyuuu} has
canceled that day. Ask the staff
about evening and weekend
hours. Find out what happens
when it’s 2 a.m. and you’re sick
and in need of a doctor. You can
determine if it’s a positive en-
vironment based on their re-
sponse.
= Do background checks.

While public and private
Web sites offer information
aboul physicians, some may
cost money and may be inaccu-
rate. [.ook to see if physicians
received their training from a
U.S. medical school, if they're
board-certified, how long they
have been in practice, if any
disciplinary actions have been
filed or malpractice settie-
ments awarded. Certification

shows the additionzl and on-
gommg training dociors have
undertaken, experts say Only
six out of 10 doctors nation-
wide are board-certified. Dr
Davis Liu said Use the age or
years out of medical school to
help guide you. You may want
a younger physician if vou feel
you can reiate to him better
or an oider physician who has
more experience, she said.

.= Determine the potential for a
relationship.

Obscrve whnether the doe
tor is listening to you. Is he or
she focusing on you, making
eye contact. without mter

ruptions? Make sure the per

son 1s knowledgeable about

any chronic iliness or health

concerns. Ask how comtfort-

able they are treating it and

its symptoms or reactions.
And iet them know 1 you ex-
pect to receive test results,
even if there’s nothing wrong.
Some doctors assume there is
no need to call if everything is
OK. Also ask wnat opportuni-
ties are available for commu-
nication, such as a physician’s
e-mail, blog or Web site.
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£ = Consider thair style.

Does the physician taik to
you in a way that’s like a part-
nership vs. talking down to
you? Ask if she will welcome
you back if you choose to get a
second opinion on an issue.
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» Getting face time

Doctors say there are ways
to ensure you will get to see
them. When you call for the
appointment, ask if you will be
abie to see the doctor. You typ-
ically should be told up-front
whether you will see the doc-
tor, nurse practitioner or phy-
sician’s assistant, and be clear
about your expectation. But if
you want to get in quickly, you
may have to be willing to see
the nurse practitioner or phy-
sician’s assistant.



