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What area of
medicine is
the hottest
right now?
What specialty
would I

choose if I were a medical stu-
dent? I have spoken to hun-
dreds of medical students, res-
idents and new physicians over
the last 20 years, and these are
the two questions they in-
evitably ask me.

My answer, with minor qual-
ifications, has not wavered in
all that time. Choose the med-
ical specialty that interests you
the most, not the one for

which there appears to be a
particular demand at the mo-
ment. Select the specialty you
think you would be best at and
find the most fulfilling.
Because the fact is that virtual-
ly all types of physicians are in
demand today. Physicians have
been wanted and needed for
years and they will be wanted
and needed for years to come.
Indeed, as I have said so many

times that it has practically be-
come my mantra, “There is no
such thing as an unemployed
physician.”

While this is obvious to me,
medical students, residents
and others can be excused if it
is not obvious to them. For
years, academic and govern-
ment experts have been pre-
dicting a surplus of physicians.
Only recently has this begun

to change. Last year a highly
publicized study in the
January/February edition of
Health Affairs predicted a
shortage of some 200,000
physicians by the year 2020 if
current demographic and
medical trends persist. Even
the American Medical
Association, which for many
years supported predictions of
a physician surplus, is chang-
ing its tune and conceding
that shortages may exist in
some specialties.

Why are physicians going to
be in short supply? There are
many contributing factors,
ranging from new medical
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technologies to changing physician
practice styles to the increasing number
of women in medicine. The most
telling, however, is the exploding de-
mand for medical services being driven
by an aging population committed to
maintaining its high quality of life.

But enough about the past and the fu-
ture. What types of physicians are being
recruited today?

My firm recently conducted a survey
of hospital administrators to find out.

What we learned is that the great ma-
jority of hospitals either are actively re-
cruiting physicians now or plan to in the
near future. Eighty-five percent of all
hospitals surveyed indicated they are
currently recruiting physicians to their
service areas. Of those that are not, 56
percent plan on doing so within the
next six months. Ninety-nine percent of
hospitals of 101 to 200 beds said they
are recruiting physicians, as did 96 per-
cent of hospitals of 201 beds or more,
while 78 percent of smaller hospitals of
100 beds or fewer indicated they are re-
cruiting physicians. 

These results may seem surprising as
the general perception is that the great-
est need for physicians is in the smaller,
rural communities typically served by
hospitals of 100 beds or fewer. However,
with the contraction in the hospital mar-
ket in recent years, there is a short sup-
ply of beds in many larger centers. In
our experience, many larger facilities in
urban areas are becoming more aggres-
sive in expanding their plants and ser-
vice lines to address growing demand,
leading to a high rate of recruitment in
urban facilities. In addition, with their
larger staffs, urban hospitals have less
stability and must continually recruit to
replace retiring or departing physicians.

The survey also asked hospital ad-
ministrators to indicate the types of

physicians they currently are recruit-
ing. Specialties being recruited by a
significant number of hospitals of all
sizes include family practitioners
(45%), internists (32%), orthopaedic
surgeons (31%), general surgeons
(27%), cardiologists (23%), and anes-
thesiologists (20%).

A significant number of larger hospi-
tals (those with 201 beds or more) also
are recruiting physicians in a variety of
other specialties, including gastroen-
terologists (41%), neurologists (35%),
hospitalists (33%), obstetrician/gyne-
cologists (31%), urologists (31%),
hematologists/oncologists (29%),
rheumatologists (27%), dermatologists
(25%), and radiologists (22%).

In short, both primary care physicians
and specialists are being actively recruit-
ed by many hospitals. The difference is
that hospitals are finding specialists to
be difficult to recruit while primary care
physicians are not so difficult to find.
The survey asked hospital administra-
tors to identify which types of physicians
are the most difficult to recruit and
which types are the least difficult. Sixty-
three percent of hospitals of all sizes
rated radiologists as “very difficult” to
recruit—more than any other type of
physician. It is ironic that radiology is
one of the specialties medical students
were discouraged from entering only a
few years ago because some people be-
lieved there were too many radiologists.
Other specialists rated as “very difficult”
to recruit by a significant number of
hospitals included orthopaedic sur-
geons (58%), anesthesiologists (49%),
cardiologists (47%), rheumatologists
(46%), pediatric sub-specialists (43%),
urologists (42%), hematologists/oncol-
ogists (41%), dermatologists (41%),
and obstetrician/gynecologists (37%).

By contrast, 68 percent of all respon-

dents rated family practitioners as “not
particularly difficult” to recruit and 42
percent rated internists as “not particu-
larly difficult” to recruit. Only 13 per-
cent of responding hospitals rated fami-
ly practitioners and internists as “very
difficult” to recruit.

Our conclusion is that the demand
for primary care physicians today and
the available supply are in relative bal-
ance. There are plenty of openings, and
generally (though not always) candi-
dates to fill them. This is not the case in
many specialties, however, where de-
mand is acute but supply is limited.

Contrast this picture to the job mar-
ket for most other professions today and
physicians have a reason to smile about
their choice of a career. The hurdles
one must clear to become a physician
are high, as are the burdens and respon-
sibilities of being a doctor. But come
rain or come shine, physicians are an in-
dispensable part of our society, and that
is something you can take to the bank
now—and twenty years from now. ■

James Merritt is the president of Merritt, Hawkins

& Associates (www.merritthawkins.com) a nation-

al physician search firm based in Irving, Texas.

He can be reached at jmerritt@mhagroup.com.
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