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Abstract:  

Introduction: 

Physician assistants (PAs) are providing a growing portion of medical care in the 

US [1], and some analysts suggest that PAs may buffer predicted physician shortages [2].  

Some research suggests that, rather than relieving physician workload, use of nurse 

practitioners may lead to overall increased use of health services [3]. This research is 

subject to criticism and has not been replicated for PAs.  

If PAs provide primarily supplemental, as opposed to standard-of-care services, 

then patients who see PAs might require more office visits per year than those who see 

physicians only, leading to increased health care utilization.  This project addresses the 

following research question:  

After accounting for case-mix differences, is substantive PA involvement in 

patient care associated with increased office visit utilization? 

Methods:  This retrospective cohort study uses 1996-2004 office-based visit data from 

the national Medical Expenditure Panel Survey [4] to compare number of office visits per 

year between between adults for whom PAs provided ≥30% of visits and adults cared for 



by physicians only. Negative binomial regression was used to compare number of visits 

per year between persons with and without PA care, adjusted for demographic, 

geographic and socioeconomic factors, insurance status, health status, and medical 

conditions 

Results: 

 After case-mix adjustment, adults for whom PAs provided a substantive portion 

of care used about 16% fewer office-based visits per year than patients cared for by 

physicians only (p<.05).  This difference in use of office-based visits was not offset by 

increased utilization in other settings.  

Discussion:   

 These findings indicate that inclusion of PAs should not be expected to increase 

office visit use and suggest that increased numbers of PAs may help to offset predicted 

physician shortages. 
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