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Osteopathic Schools Are Producing More Graduates,
But Fewer Are Practicing in Primary Care
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The expansion of osteopathic medical
schools was to be a boon for underserved
areas in need of primary care service.
However, the impact has thus far been
diminished by the decrease in osteopathic
graduates engaged in primary care practice.
Policy makers and leaders should consider
strategies for maintaining a proud tradition of primary care production in a time of
looming primary care physician shortage.

Osteopathic school graduates

▲

See related One-Pager on page 758.

Primary care physician production is declining within U.S. medical schools despite a
Graduation year
growing primary care workforce shortage.1
Osteopathic medical schools have tradition- Figure 1. Trends in primary care physician production at U.S. osteopathic
ally provided primary care physicians to U.S. schools, 1985 to 2008.
areas with the greatest need, prompting many Data from 2014 AMA Physician Masterfile. Total osteopathic graduates was adjusted using
American Association of Colleges of Osteopathic Medicine counts (http://www.aacom.org/
to advocate for their expansion. Since 2000, reports-programs-initiatives/aacom-reports, accessed December 3, 2014).
the number of osteopathic medical schools
in the U.S. has increased from 19 to 34, offering about from allopathic, physician assistant, and nurse prac1,900 new training positions.2 Osteopathic schools have titioner training programs,3 and suggest that osteohistorically attracted graduates with characteristics typi- pathic graduates are not immune to powerful market
cally associated with higher rates of primary care careers, forces pulling graduates into specialty fields. Maintainsuch as older age at matriculation and a rural background. ing osteopathic leadership in primary care production
However, expansion of these schools has not led to a will require attention to institutional factors such as
proportionate increase in primary care graduates. Using admissions, tuition, and curricular exposures, as well
data from the American Medical Association (AMA) as broader payment policies that reduce disparities in
Physician Masterfile and the American Association of specialty vs. primary care compensation.
Colleges of Osteopathic Medicine, we calculated the The information and opinions do not necessarily reflect AAFP views or
number of osteopathic graduates (1985 to 2008) and the policy. Series coordinated by Sumi Sexton, MD, Associate Medical Editor.
percentage going into primary care; 2008 is the most Author disclosure: No relevant financial affiliations.
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