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Changes in Primary Care Physicians’ Patient 
Characteristics Under the Affordable Care Act 
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Introduction 

When the Affordable Care Act (ACA) passed in 2010, health analysts expressed concerns that the 
expansion in coverage, predominantly through Medicaid and the Health Insurance Marketplace 
would overload the health system and cause problems with access to care.1,2,3 An estimated 20 million 
people have gained insurance coverage nationally since the ACA’s major coverage provisions went 
into effect in 2014, including more than 14 million in Medicaid and CHIP, as of March 2016. 4 

In Michigan, insurance coverage increased from 89.0 percent in 2013 to 94.6 percent in 2016.5,6 A 
survey of Michigan primary care doctors shows that the fears of overwhelming the health system 
have largely not come true. This brief looks at what Michigan primary care physicians (PCP) say about 
the impact of the coverage expansion on their practices.

The Center for Healthcare Research and Transformation’s (CHRT) Michigan Physician Survey is 
a mail survey of PCPs, including internal and family medicine specialists. The 2016 survey assessed 
changes in primary care practice after the ACA implementation and Medicaid expansion. The survey 
asked PCPs to report how their practices had changed since January 2014.

Key Findings

■■ The majority of PCPs reported an increase in the number of newly insured patients since 
healthcare coverage was expanded under the ACA. Many of the newly insured are 
Medicaid patients.

■■ PCPs are now seeing more patients and sicker patients compared to before the ACA. 
However, most say their individual patients are not making more frequent office visits since 
the ACA took effect. 

■■ Most PCPs said their ability to deliver quality care had either stayed the same or improved 
since the advent of the ACA’s coverage expansion.
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Figure:1
PCP Perceptions on Changes in Patient Volume since January 2014

Figure:2
PCP Perceptions on Changes in Patient Acuity since January 2014
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Wider access to healthcare coverage 
led to expanded patient volume for 
many PCPs. More than two-thirds 
of surveyed physicians reported 
that the number of newly insured 
patients increased after January 2014, 
and nearly half reported an increase 
in Medicaid patients.   Figure 1 

More than half of physicians 
reported increases in the complexity 
and severity of their patients’ 
conditions, the number of chronically 
ill patients, and the number of 
patients with long care gaps since 
January 2014. However, physicians 
reported the frequency of visits from 
individual patients mostly remained 
the same. Before the ACA was 
implemented, there was concern that 
an influx of potentially sicker patients 
would overwhelm primary care 
physicians because of the presumed 
higher need of these patients.7,8 The 
data here show that while physicians 
reported that they did see sicker 
and more complex patients, those 
patients may not have required more 
intensive attention from PCPs. 
 Figure 2 
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Figure:3
PCP Perceptions on Changes to Physician-Patient Interactions since  
January 2014
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Prior to the ACA’s coverage 
expansion, analysts were concerned 
that an influx of the newly insured 
could strain PCP capacity to care 
for patients and impede physicians’ 
ability to do their best work.9,10,11 In 
contrast, approximately 80 percent 
of surveyed physicians reported that 
their ability to focus on preventive 
care and to provide quality care had 
stayed the same or improved since 
the ACA coverage expansions, and 
more than three-quarters reported 
that patient satisfaction had stayed 
the same or improved since January 
2014. The notable exception to this 
positive trend was that nearly half 
of PCPs said amount of time they 
had available to spend with patients 
had gotten worse. This may be 
due to other changes in the health 
system that might be constricting 
the time physicians can spend with 
patients, such as greater use of 
electronic health records and other 
administrative changes.   Figure 3 
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PCPs have experienced many changes in their practices since January 2014. They saw greater 
volumes of Medicaid and newly insured patients and had more complex and chronically ill patients. 
But with the exception of less time to spend with patients, they reported few negative impacts on 
their practices. Physicians were relatively more positive about their ability to provide preventive 
care and keep their patients satisfied. In order to accommodate greater patient volume, providers 
may have hired more staff, increased their use of advanced practice clinicians, expanded their health 
care sites, and extended their office hours.12 Overall, our analysis indicates that the expansion of 
healthcare coverage does seem to have allowed more patients who need care to receive that care 
without compromising quality. 

Conclusion
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