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State task force floats a primary care
moon shot: double the spending
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The foundation of our health care system, primary care needs
our support

A recent article by Jessica Bartlett reported on the state primary care task force

recommendation to double spending on primary care (“New proposal tackles primary

care access gap, Business, Dec. 19). It has been five years since then-governor Charlie
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Baker and his health and human services secretary, Marylou Sudders, proposed
legislation to double primary care spending in the Commonwealth. In that time, three

Massachusetts Primary Care Dashboards have been released jointly by the Center for

Health Information and Analysis and Massachusetts Health Quality Partners,
documenting the steady decline in the health of primary care financing, capacity, care,

access, and equity in Massachusetts. Tens of thousands of Massachusetts residents do

not have access to a primary care clinician.

The organization I lead, whose mission is to improve patients’ care experiences, has been
a strong advocate for primary care because it is critical to patient-centered care. I am
grateful that the task force, of which I am a member, has come up with long-overdue
recommendations to support primary care, given that it is the foundation of our health
care system. These recommendations, however, though necessary, are not sufficient.
Given how expensive health care has become, policy makers need to make many more

rational decisions about health care spending that focus on keeping people healthy.
Barbra G. Rabson

President and CEO

Massachusetts Health Quality Partners

Brighton

The writer is a member of the Massachusetts Primary Care Access, Delivery, and

Payment Task Force.

Access to care varies depending on geography, demographics

A task force recently recommended creating a primary care spending target that would

effectively double primary care spending within five years.
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The cochair of the task force cited the need to rebalance what we value in our health care
system. At the same time, the devil is in the details, and the specifics of how the state will
achieve this bold goal must center equity and ensure that providers and insurers do not
simply focus increased primary care spending on those who are easiest to reach and

Serve.

Prior state analyses have identified significant variation in primary care access across

geographic areas and demographic groups. For example, according to 2023 data, 95.2
percent of MetroWest residents reported having a primary care provider, while only 90.7
percent of Central Massachusetts residents reported the same. The percentage was even
lower for the Cape and Islands (86.5 percent). Meanwhile, Hispanic residents reported a
much lower rate of having a primary care provider (81.3 percent) than white non-

Hispanic residents (93.3 percent).

Good population health relies on a foundation that accounts for primary care access and
social determinants of health. Our rebalancing of health care spending has the potential
to ensure a stronger foundation as long as we prioritize better access and outcomes for

all.

Amie Shei

President and CEO

The Health Foundation of Central Massachusetts

Worcester

Medical residency programs need to boost the PCP pipeline

While any effort to improve primary care access in Massachusetts is laudable, I feel that

the recent efforts by the task force to increase spending on primary care miss the point.
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It seems that most of the problems with access are related to the small and dwindling
number of primary care physicians. Better reimbursement could possibly help to retain

some of those doctors who are leaving the profession.

Primary care doctors have always been and always will be compensated at a lower rate
than other specialists. However, in a crisis such as this, with many thousands of patients
unable to find primary care, I believe the onus should be placed on medical residency
programs to rebalance the proportion of doctors entering specialties vs. primary care to
improve the pipeline of doctors entering primary care practice. Some may decry this as a

restriction on free trade, but difficult times call for difficult measures.

What’s more, better primary and preventive care would reduce the need for
hospitalization and emergency care and thus reduce overall costs to the health care

system.
Michael A. Noska
South Deerfield

The writer is a retired captain in the US Public Health Service.

Lawmakers propose a system centered around primary care

Primary care has been in crisis for years. Primary care providers are underpaid and

under-supported, and they’re leaving the field at higher rates than other specialties.

Jessica Bartlett’s article notes that only about 5 to 7 percent of US health care spending
goes to primary care, but there is reason to believe that increasing funding could actually
reduce overall health care costs by reallocating dollars from merely responding to health

crises to preventing crises in the first place. Massachusetts lawmakers have proposed a

measure, referred to as PC4You, that would help create a system that delivers better

health, with a lower overall cost of care, by leveraging primary care.
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At Boston Community Pediatrics, the first nonprofit pediatric private practice in
Massachusetts, I see what an investment in primary care can do. Only with the support of
philanthropy can we provide 24/7 access to providers, spending more time per
appointment than the average, including integrated services to support mental health,
food and housing insecurity, and other needs. Currently, insurance covers only a fraction

of this care model.

Primary care is the investment we need, and this is the moment to do it.
Dr. Robyn Riseberg

Founder

Boston Community Pediatrics

Boston
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