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85% OF HEALTHCARE FACILITIES 
USED TEMPORARY DOCTORS IN 2019 
TO ADDRESS STAFFING NEEDS
From AMN Healthcare

The use of temporary physicians, known as “locum 
tenens,” to fill staffing shortages continues to be wide-
spread, according to a new survey from Staff Care, a 
leading national physician staffing firm and a company 
of AMN Healthcare (NYSE: AMN). 

Staff Care’s 2019 Survey of Temporary Physician Staffing 
Trends indicates that 85% of hospitals, medical groups, 
and other healthcare facilities used locum tenens doctors 
in 2019, primarily to maintain services until permanent 
physicians are found and to fill gaps caused by turnover. 

“Virtually every hospital in the United States now uses lo-
cum tenens doctors,” said Jeff Decker, president of Staff 
Care. “They have emerged as a key part of the medical 
workforce in an era of physician shortages and evolving 
delivery models.” 

According to Decker, locum tenens physicians are filling 
openings that last from a few days to over a year while 
healthcare facilities seek difficult-to-find primary care 
physicians and specialists. They also can be used to fill-in 
when healthcare facilities experience turnover on their 
medical staffs, an event made more likely by the grow-
ing employment of physicians by hospitals and other 
healthcare facilities. As healthcare facilities respond to 
Covid-19, some are using locum tenens physicians, par-
ticularly emergency medicine physicians and primary care 

physicians, to supplement their staffs (though this trend 
was not noted in the report).

As the employed physician model replaces physician prac-
tice ownership, physicians have more latitude to change 
jobs, according to Decker, creating more temporary open-
ings and hence more demand for locum tenens physicians. 
Employed physicians commonly enjoy a month of vacation 
and continuing education time off each year, which also 
creates demand for locum tenens doctors, Decker said.

Specialists in rising demand as “temps”

Primary care physicians, including family physicians, 
general internists, and pediatricians, are the most in- 
demand type of locum tenens doctors, according to the 
survey. 30% of healthcare facility managers surveyed 
indicated they used locum tenens primary care doctors 
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in 2019, higher than any other type of phy-
sician. However, this is down from 44% 
in 2016, the last time Staff Care conduct-
ed the survey. 

By contrast, the use of locum tenens spe-
cialists has accelerated. For example, 21% of 
healthcare facilities managers reported us-
ing locum tenens surgeons in 2019, up from 
11% in 2016, 17% reported using locum 
tenens internal medicine subspecialists, up 
from 9%, and 22% reported using locum 
tenens anesthesiologists, up from 11%.

The need for specialists is being driv-
en by an aging population and by an 
aging physician workforce, with many 
specialists entering retirement age. In 
its April 2019 report, the Association of 
American Colleges projected a shortage 
of up to 122,000 physicians by 2032, 
including up to 55,000 primary care doc-
tors but an even larger shortage of up to 
67,000 specialists.

“Older patients need specialists to care 
for ailing organs and body systems,” 
said Decker, “and we simply don’t have 
enough of them to go around.”

A growing need for surgeons, internal 
medicine subspecialists, and radiologists 

In 2014, 14.7% of facilities surveyed by Staff 
Care reported that they had used locum 
tenens surgical specialists sometime in the 
last 12 months. That number declined to 

10.8% in 2016, but grew to 21% in the 2020 
survey. In addition to the growing demand 
for surgical services referenced above it 
should be noted that surgical specialists 
are relatively old compared to primary care 
physicians. For example, 57% of orthope-
dic surgeons are 55 and older compared 
to 44% of family medicine physicians. 
Attrition due to retirement may be another 
reason for the rise in demand for locum 
tenens surgical specialists.

Similarly, in 2014, 8% of facilities sur-
veyed by Staff Care indicated they had 
used locum tenens internal medicine 
subspecialists in the previous 12 months. 
That number rose to 9.7% in 2016 and to 
17% in the 2020 survey, further signaling 
a rise in demand for specialists, who are 
particularly needed to care for the declin-
ing organ systems of older people. 

The use of locum tenens radiologists also 
is increasing for similar reasons. In 2014, 
4.5% of facilities surveyed by Staff Care 
indicated they had used locum tenens 
radiologists in the previous 12 months. 
That number rose to 7% in 2016 and to 
12% in the 2020 survey.

Continued need for behavioral health 
professionals and hospitalists 

In March 2017, the National Council of 
Behavioral Health (NCBH) release a re-
port indicating that 77% of U.S. counties 
are experiencing a severe shortage of 
Psychiatrists (HealthLeaders, March 30, 
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WHAT'S NEW  
AT NEJM GROUP?

New Weekly  
NEJM.org Feature: 
Visual Abstracts

Similar in function to a 
text abstract, the new 
Visual Abstracts feature 
enables readers to 
evaluate in an instant if 
the outcomes of select 
research articles warrant 
a deeper review. With 
coverage across clinical 
medicine, one Visual 
Abstract is developed 
each week to accompany 
a research article. This 
feature is freely available 
to all to view, download, 
and share. Visit www 
.nejm.org/multimedia/
visual-abstracts.

2017). The shortage of psychiatrists and 
other behavioral health professionals has 
been a staffing challenge for at least the 
last ten years, a fact reflected in demand 
for locum tenens psychiatrists, which is 
particularly acute among facilities provid-
ing inpatient behavioral health services. 

In 2014, 29.9% of facilities surveyed by Staff 
Care indicated they had used locum tenens 
behavioral health professionals sometime 
in the last 12 months, a number that 
declined to 23.1% in 2016 and to 18% in 
the 2020 survey. Though demand for locum 
tenens behavioral health professionals has 
diminished over the last several years, it 
is anticipated to rise in the future, given 
the high incidence of behavioral health 
problems in the U.S. and the fact that 60% 
of psychiatrists are 55 years old or older 
compared to 42% of all physicians. 

Physicians specializing in hospital 
inpatient care, known as hospitalists, 
also remain in strong demand as locum 
tenens. These physicians allow for the 
more efficient treatment of hospitalized 
patients and can reduce costs, particu-
larly in capitated/quality-based payment 
models. They also relieve office-based 
physicians of hospital inpatient work and 
therefore can be an important asset to 
physician retention programs.

In 2014, 21.9% of facilities surveyed by Staff 
Care indicated they had used locum tenens 
hospitalists sometime in the previous 
12 months. That number rose to 25.3% in 
2016 and declined slightly to 25% in 2019.

52,000 locum tenens doctors

Each year it conducts the survey, Staff Care 
estimates the number of physicians who 
work as locum tenens based on the num-
ber of doctors the company places annually 
and its knowledge of the locum tenens 
staffing industry. Staff Care estimates that 
approximately 52,000 physicians worked as 
locum tenens in 2019, or about six percent 
of the active physician workforce.

“Locum tenens is an increasingly popular 
practice style among physicians because 
it allows them to focus on what they like 

to do best, which is treat patients, while 
minimizing the administrative duties they 
like least,” said Decker. 

For complete results of Staff Care’s 2019 
Survey of Temporary Physician Staffing 
Trends visit www.staffcare.com. 

About Staff Care

Staff Care is a leading healthcare staffing 
firm providing temporary physicians, 
advanced practitioners and dentists to 
hospitals, medical groups, government 
facilities, and other healthcare organiza-
tions nationwide. Staff Care is a company 
of AMN Healthcare (NYSE: AMN) and is 
the sponsor the Country Doctor of the Year 
Award. For more information about AMN 
Healthcare, go to www.amnhealthcare.com.

About AMN Healthcare

AMN Healthcare is the leader and inno-
vator in total talent solutions to health-
care organizations across the nation. 
The Company provides access to the 
most comprehensive network of quality 
healthcare professionals through its inno-
vative recruitment strategies and breadth 
of career opportunities. With insights 
and expertise, AMN Healthcare helps 
providers optimize their workforce to 
successfully reduce complexity, increase 
efficiency and improve patient outcomes. 
AMN delivers managed services pro-
grams, executive search solutions, vendor 
management systems, recruitment 
process outsourcing, predictive modeling, 
mid-revenue cycle solutions, credentialing 
and other services. Clients include acute-
care hospitals, community health centers 
and clinics, physician practice groups, 
retail and urgent care centers, home 
health facilities, schools and many other 
healthcare settings. AMN Healthcare is 
committed to fostering and maintaining 
a diverse team that reflects the commu-
nities we serve. Our commitment to the 
inclusion of many different backgrounds, 
experiences and perspectives enables our 
innovation and leadership in the health-
care services industry.

For more information about AMN  
Healthcare, visit www.amnhealthcare.com.
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PROMOTIONAL NOTES/NEWS

Find the Most In DEMAND Physician Specialties

Innovation leader. Proven results.

To support the recruitment community that has missed crucial physician con-
ferences this year, we will be expanding our target specialties in our annual In 
Demand career guide, reaching more than ever before. The career guide will reach 
cardiology, hem/onc, hospitalist, internal medicine (IM, FM, PD, OBGYN), neurol-
ogy, and psychiatry physicians. With ONE simple purchase, we have you covered 
to reach this year’s most in demand specialties across all platforms. This offer is 
only available ONCE a year and includes placement:

• On NEJMCareerCenter.org

• In front of 700K+ targeted physicians via our network of clinical sites and 
opt-in emails

• In the Career Guide: In Demand Specialties edition — mailed directly to over 
45,000* cardiology, hem/onc, hospitalist, internal medicine (IM, FM, PD, 
OBGYN), neurology, and psychiatry final-year residents and fellows and  
physicians in practice up to four years

• In both the June 25 and July 2 issues of the New England Journal of Medicine

*Numbers subject to change based on AMA data
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NEJM CareerCenter 
Widget on 
NEJM Catalyst

NEJM Catalyst brings 
health care executives, 
clinical leaders, and 
clinicians together  
to share innovative 
ideas and practical 
applica tions for 
enhancing the value  
of health care delivery.

The NEJM CareerCenter 
jobs widget now appears 
alongside content on 
NEJM Catalyst, thus 
extending the reach of 
your jobs to health care 
leaders in the US. 
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