
These guys  

are ToTally  

on The ball.

Healthy Dose

RN, PA, NP. These days, 
deciphering the acronyms at 
your doc’s office is trickier 
than building a Lego castle. 
With the number of insured 
and aging patients exploding, 
general practitioners are 
seriously overburdened. 
Compounding that: While 
50 years ago half of the 
doctors in America practiced 
primary care, now fewer than 
one in three do—and nearly a 
quarter of them are nearing 
retirement! The anticipated 
result? By the year 2020, 
America will be short roughly 
20,000 of them.

  Already picking up the 
slack are “extenders”— 
health pros considered an 
extension of your M.D. In 
many cases, they can diagnose 
and treat certain illnesses as 
well as any GP. Here’s who you 
can see (often faster!) for 
what conditions, in order 
from the lowest on the totem 
pole to just under a doc. Put 
’em on your radar, and, as our 
Lego friends would say, 
everything is awesome!

Who’s Who:
         The doctor won’t see you   
now…and that’s okay. Introducing  
      your new stay-healthy  
team: pros who can provide care  
                 that’s just as legit.
                                      By Jun o D eMelo

Medical  Edition 
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Pharmacists
While you need an appointment 
to see other extenders, you  
can show up at the pharmacy 

anytime. These 
drugstore staffers 
can do way  
more than fill 
prescriptions or 
recommend basic 
OTC meds. 

Qualifications 
A four-year 
doctorate of 
pharmacy degree 
(on top of two to 
four years of 
undergraduate 
study) and two 
licensing exams

What they can do
Administer flu shots and, in 
most states, a range of vaccines, 
including those for HPV, 
shingles, and pneumonia. In 
California, they can write a 
prescription—sans doctor’s 
orders—for birth control, 
stop-smoking aids, and travel 
meds like antimalarial drugs.  
In Washington, those with  
a “collaborative agreement” 
with an M.D. (you’ll have to  
ask) can give you, say, 
prednisone tablets for a bee 
sting, antibiotics for a dog  
bite, or prescription eye drops 
for allergies. And in New 
Mexico, pharmacists can 
dispense meds that counter 
certain drug overdoses. 

What they can’t
Write prescriptions in the 
other 47 states—yet

Physician Assistants 
If your M.D. is Emeril Lagasse, 
his PA is Emeril’s sous  
chef. These experts dole out  
routine care so their  
docs can focus on more 
complicated cases.

Qualifications  
A master’s degree, which 
includes 2,000 hours of 
on-the-job training

What they can do
Perform physical exams 
(including  your breast and  
Pap checks), interpret  
X-rays and blood test results, 
and order Rx 
meds for injuries 
(e.g., a  dislocated 
shoulder) and 
infections (STI’s) 

What they 
can’t
Run their own 
practice; they 
must work under 
an M.D.’s 
supervision.

Vital stats
• A PA’s white 
coat is often 

Medical Assistants 
These clinical-clerical tag 
teamers can deal with 
insurance snafus and take 
your blood pressure. 

Qualifications
A one- or two-year degree 
program, though technically 
they need only a high-school 
diploma 

What they can do
Take your temperature, blood 
pressure, and weight; draw 
blood; remove stitches; and 
handle admin tasks like 
scheduling and billing

What they can’t
Examine, diagnose, or treat 
you. They might ask if you 
want a flu shot, but they likely 
won’t be pushing the plunger.

Vital stats
• Medical 
assistant job 
growth  
is expected to 
increase 29 
percent from 
2012 to 2022. 
• More 
employers are 
demanding the 
aforementioned 
degree, so no, 
she probably 
isn’t fresh from 
the prom.  

Registered Nurses
Nurse Ratched? Hardly.  
These folks are trained to 
spend extra time providing 
advice, support, and  
important information.

Qualifications 
Two to four years of nursing 
school; state and national 
licensing exams

What they can do
Perform standard wellness 
checks (e.g., a heart-rate 
reading) and diagnostic tests 
(for example, allergy scans); 
clean and bandage wounds; 
and administer IV fluids, meds, 
shots, and vaccines

What they can’t
Carry out a complete physical 
(they can’t order blood work 
on their own), make a 

Nurse Practitioners
Think of them like doctors in 
nurses’ garb. Yes, they’re 
really that advanced—and 
soon to be everywhere. 
Primary-care NP students  
are now graduating at three 
times the rate of M.D. ones. 

Qualifications  
A master’s or doctorate degree 
in nursing; up to 700 hours of 
supervised on-the-job training 

What they can do
What a PA can. Plus, treat 
chronic conditions like 
asthma and diabetes, and 
carry out and interpret some 
complex diagnostic tests, 
which may include biopsies. 
In most states, NP’s can 
prescribe nearly all drugs 
without a doctor’s oversight; 
in some, they can even run 
their own clinics or practices.

What they can’t
Perform major surgery. Only an 
M.D. can wield a scalpel. 

Vital stats
• Patients who 
see NP’s on the
reg have fewer 
costly ER visits, 
shorter hospital 
stays, and spend 
less on meds. 
• Surveys show 
that patients  
feel NP’s spend 
more time 
asking questions 
and offering  
advice than 
doctors do.   n

Diagnosis: mad skills. seventy-five percent of folks would 
happily see an extender for physicals, prescriptions, and 
minor injuries. Plus, a third of doctors say more than half 
of their appointments could be handled by extenders.

team Players

Vital stats
• Some 60 
percent of 
pharmacists 
work in 
pharmacies and 
drugstores; 
23 percent work 
directly in 
hospitals.
• Request a 
medication 
therapy review, 
in which you’ll 

get an analysis of all the meds 
you’re on, with special 
attention paid to potentially 
harmful interactions.

diagnosis, or 
write Rx scripts

Vital stats
• There are four 
times as many 
RN’s in the U.S. 
as physicians. 
About 7 percent 
are men.
• Most people 
rank nurses as 
the most honest 
and ethical 
professionals, 
per a recent Gallup poll. (Dead 
last: members of Congress.) 

Pharmacists in a pilot 
program id’d 10 drug- 

related problems (e.g., a 
missing med) per patient. 

here’s what’s up, doc: 
only 2 percent of current 
medical students want to 

go into primary care.

more than 916 million 
visits are made to nP’s 

each year (docs see 
around 1 billion patients).

shorter than a doc’s (but it’s 
best to ID them by their badge).
• Studies show that when PA’s 
read test results, the incidence 
of mistakes is no higher than 
with physicians.
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