Decision-Making Guide for Family Medicine Physicians: Employment vs. Independent Practice

Introduction: As a family medicine physician, deciding whether to remain employed by a large
healthcare corporation or venture into the autonomy of running your own practice is pivotal. This
guide aims to assist you in making an informed decision by outlining key considerations, benefits,
and challenges associated with each path.

1. Financial Considerations
e Student Loan Debt:

o

Employed by a Corporation: Often means a steady income to manage student loan
repayments. Some large corporations may offer loan repayment programs or
incentives that can help alleviate debt. However, your income potential might be
capped by salary structures.

Independent Practice: You take on the risk of variable income which might initially
be lower due to startup costs. However, if successful, the potential for higher
income exists since you control the billing and can retain all profits. Incorporating
your practice can also offer tax benefits, potentially assisting with debt
management through tax deferral strategies.

e Startup Costs and Overhead:

o

Employed: No personal financial outlay for office space, equipment, or
administrative staff; these are covered by the employer.

Independent: Contrary to common perceptions, starting a solo family medicine
practice can be remarkably cost-effective. It's possible to set up shop with initial
investments as low as $25,000, which includes leasing or buying office space,
purchasing basic medical equipment, setting up initial IT infrastructure, and
managing initial staff costs. This approach requires strategic planning to minimize
expenses, like opting for used equipment or sharing office space initially. However,
while the upfront costs can be reasonable, you should still be prepared for
variability inincome and potential unforeseen expenses.

2. Professional Autonomy and Lifestyle
o Decision-Making and Control:

o

Employed: Your practice style, patient load, and hours might be dictated by
corporate policies. Less autonomy in decision-making regarding patient care
protocols or business operations.

Independent: You can tailor your practice to your philosophy, set your own hours,
and make all business decisions. This autonomy can lead to a more fulfilling
professional life but requires you to be involved in all aspects of running a business.
Because you are independent, your scope of practice can be maintained and
expanded and not throttled by the employed physician model.

¢ Work-Life Balance:

o

Employed: Generally, offers predictable hours and possibly better work-life balance
due to structured shifts and administrative support.

Independent: You decide your schedule, but the need to manage a business might
initially lead to longer hours. Over time, you can design your practice for better
balance.



3. Patient Care and Community Impact
e Patient Relationships:

o Employed: Might have less time per patient due to productivity targets but benefit
from a larger network for referrals.

o Independent: Can develop deep, long-term patient relationships and tailor care to
community needs, though might face challenges in offering a broad spectrum of
services without partnerships.

e Community Service:

o Employed: Your impact might be more diffused across a larger organization's
footprint.

o Independent: You can directly influence health outcomes in your community,
potentially serving underrepresented areas or niches not covered by larger systems.

4. Professional Development and Support
e Learning and Growth:
o Employed: Access to ongoing education, mentorship, and a broad professional
network within the organization.
o Independent: You might need to seek out your own continuing education, but you
can design your practice around your areas of interest and development.
e Support Systems:
o Employed: Comprehensive administrative and operational support from billing to
compliance.
o Independent: Requires you to either learn business operations or hire
administrative staff, increasing cost but giving you control.

5. Risk and Reward
¢ Risk:
o Employed: Lower personal financial risk but with less potential for high earnings.
o Independent: High financial risk due to startup costs, potential for low patient
volume, or unforeseen expenses. However, the reward for success can be
significantly higher in terms of income, satisfaction, and legacy.
o Exit Strategy:
o Employed: Easier to transition out, with fewer personal financial implications.
o Independent: Selling a practice or winding down operations requires careful
planning but can be lucrative if built well.

Self-Assessment Questions:
e How important is professional autonomy to you?
¢ Canyou manage or absorb the financial risks associated with starting a practice?
e How do you envision your work-life balance and patient care philosophy fitting into each
model?
¢ Areyou willing and able to handle the administrative side of running a business?
¢ What are your long-term career goals, and which path aligns best with achieving them?

Conclusion:
The decision to start an independent practice versus staying employed requires a deep
understanding of your personal and professional priorities. This guide is designed to help you



assess these factors critically, noting that starting a solo practice doesn't necessarily require
prohibitive upfront costs. Remember, there's no one-size-fits-all answer; it's about aligning your
career with your personal life, financial situation, and vision for how you wish to practice medicine.

Further Reading and Consultation:
e Consult with professionals like accountants and lawyers who specialize in healthcare.
o Network with peers who have taken both paths for firsthand insights.
o Useresources from medical associations which often provide guidance on practice
management.

This document should serve as a starting point for your journey into making a decision that best
suits your future in family medicine.



