
Introduction
 More than 950 million doctor visits were expected in the United 
States, had the COVID-19 global pandemic never affected the health-
care industry in the United States. In the first quarter of 2020, near-
ly 100,000 Americans died because of the pandemic and 38 million 
people claimed unemployment benefits from the government. Given 
this general outlook, this article explores how the number of active 
physicians in the United States namely 525,439 (see Statista) [1] may 
fare once this crisis passes. The breakdown by physician specialty is 
listed in table 1 below.

 According to the 2016 National Ambulatory Medical Care Survey, 
there were 883 million physician visits in 2016. Based on a 2 percent  
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annual inflation since 2016, this estimate of doctor visits increased to 
937 million in 2019 and slightly over 950 million doctor visits expect-
ed in 2020. This assumes no pandemic interfered with the standard 
protocol.

 Nearly 89.7% of the projected 937 million doctor visits (2019) 
were to private practice doctors, defined by the Small Business Ad-
ministration as a practice with fewer than 500 employees. In short, 
840 million doctor visits were to private practices in 2019. By the end 
of April 2020, three physician associations representing more than 
260,000 doctors out of the total 525,439 employed physicians nation-
wide, noted that “the situation facing front-line physicians is dire,” 
based in part on the lead article from the NY Times [2]. The number 
of doctor visits by patients dropped to half the average of 120 per 
day, causing typical doctor offices to also realize nearly a 40 percent 
drop in payments for the First Quarter 2020 compared to First Quarter 
2019.

 In matters of how physicians are paid, private insurance accounted 
for 59.6%, Medicare for 24.7%, and Medicaid for 15.6% in 2019. If 
840 million doctor visits went to private practices in 2019 and 59.6% 
were covered by private insurance, then we can conclude that an ex-
pected 500 million doctor visits were covered by private insurance at 
private practices in 2019.

 By May 2020, over 38 million people filed for unemployment 
claims in the United States [3]; however, according to a law called 
the Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1985 (a.k.a. 
COBRA) employers with 20 or more employees are forced to contin-
ue group medical expense coverage for terminated workers (as well 
as their spouses, divorced spouses, and dependent children) for up to 
18 months following termination [4].

 Industry data suggests that the typical practice’s overhead is com-
piled of 50 percent to 60 percent of total revenue. Also, typical private 
practices employ 3.9 Full-Time Equivalents (FTEs) per each Physi-
cian, meaning multiple people hired to deal with private insurance 
companies and special billing software related to insurance billing. In 
99% of the doctor visits, either private insurance or state insurances 
were accepted as the main form of payment for services rendered. 
This pandemic magnified a significant weakness of these private prac-
tices because of the number of patients seen daily by providers has di-
minished by nearly half the average of 120, resulting in an equivalent 
drop in the percentage of revenue year over year due to this pandemic.

 Indeed, “the situation facing front-line physicians is dire” holds 
true when the rhetoric is converted into revenue lost. The article 
stresses that as many as 60,000 physicians in family medicine alone 
may no longer be employed in their practices by June 2020, because 
of the pandemic [2].

 However, one option to conventional medicine practice, i.e. 
boutique medicine has taken over many specialties such as general 
practice, psychiatry, and internal medicine. For example, a physi-
cian in North Carolina developed his own model of managed care. 
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Psychiatrists 54,935

Surgeons 53,002

Anesthesiologists 50,121

Emergency Medicine 55,671

Radiology 47,828

Cardiology 32,640

Oncology (cancer) 20,473

Endocrinology, Diabetes, & Metabolism 8,046

All other specialties 202,723

Total MD’s and DO’s 525,439

Table 1: Breakdown by physician specialty.
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He provides 3,500 to 4,000 patient visits per year; his annual over-
head breaks down as follow in table 2.

 Since April 2002, this boutique private practice in North Carolina 
has succeeded in covering the annual overhead of $78,400 with only 
four patient’s visits a day. Below is an outline detailing how they not 
only succeeded, but thrived:

 First, the practice is just one staff person per two providers, caus-
ing the ratio of 0.5 staff per provider, considerably lower than the 
national average of 3.9 staff members per Full-Time Equivalent pro-
vider. Second, revenue averages $82 per patient visit and the net profit 
is nearly $62 per patient visit. Third, insurance claims are eliminated; 
also, the practice has never taken Medicare or Medicaid. Further-
more, patients pay in full at the time of their visits. Fourth, the doctor 
spends almost 30 minutes with a patient during an average visit; and 
this efficiency translates to low overhead consistently at 25 percent of 
revenue, while the national average for overhead is 40 percent to 60 
percent of revenue [5].

 For doctors in a traditional private practice resembling the nation-
wide model, our research discovered 10 potential benefits for phy-
sicians under the CARES Act which plans to allocate $130 billion 
to medical and hospitals. These are government-supported programs 
through the Small Business Administration (SBA) include:

Paycheck Protection Program (“PPP”) Loan: Loans are provid-
ed on a first come, first serve basis. The maximum loan amount is 
the lesser of 2.5 times the average total monthly payroll cost or $10 
million. The money can be used for payroll costs, benefits, insurance 
premiums, interest payments, rent and utilities.

SBA Economic Injury Disaster Loans and Loan Advance 
(“EIDL”): The CARES Act expands the availability of EIDL’s loans 
and provides emergency grants up to $10,000. These are low inter-
est rate loans up to $2 million each. Principal and interest may be 
deferred at the SBA’s discretion. The loans can be used to pay for 
expenses that could have been met had the disaster not occurred, in-
cluding payroll and other operating expenses.

Payroll Tax Deferral: Up to 50 percent of the employer portion of 
any Social Security taxes may be deferred until December 31, 2021. 
The remaining 50 percent of such taxes may be deferred until Decem-
ber 31, 2022.

Employee Retention Tax Credit: This applies to wages paid after 
March 12, 2020. The employee retention payroll tax credit is gener-
ally equal to 50 percent of qualifying wages capped at $10,000 paid 
to an employee. The employer can obtain a tax refund by filing IRS 
Form 7200.
 

Direct Financial Support from HHS: The CARES Act provides 
$100 billion to reimburse eligible healthcare providers for health 
care related expenses or lost revenues attributable to COVID-19. For 
example, costs related to temporary structures, leasing of properties, 
medical supplies and equipment, increased workforce and training, 
emergency operations centers, etc. CMS has started making $30 bil-
lion in direct deposit payments to providers.

Medicare Advance Payments: CMS is authorized to provide three 
months of advance payments during the pandemic to any eligible 
Medicare provider who submits a request to the appropriate Medi-
care Administrative Contractor (“MAC”). Each MAC will process 
requests within seven calendar days and most providers will be able 
to request up to 100% of the Medicare payment amount for a three-
month period.

Suspension of 2% Medicare Sequester: Medicare payments be-
tween May 1, 2020 and December 31, 2020 will not be subject to a 
2% Medicare sequestration tax that has been required under the Bud-
get Control Act of 2011. The CARES Act extends the sequestration 
policy through 2030. Without the sequestration, physicians will re-
ceive more money during the pandemic outbreak.

Telehealth: Coverage of telehealth services are relaxed beginning 
March 6, 2020 through the duration of the pandemic allowing pro-
viders to be paid by Medicare for evaluation and management visits, 
mental health counseling and preventive health screenings through 
three main avenues: telehealth visits, virtual check-ins and e-visits. 
The CARES Act only relaxes the telehealth perspective from a Medi-
care perspective.

Diagnostic Tests: Health plans are required to cover all diagnos-
tic tests for COVID-19 if the test is approved by the FDA, without 
cost-sharing or prior authorization requirements.

Limitation of Liability for Volunteers: Physicians providing volun-
teer services in response to the COVID-19 outbreak will not be liable 
under federal or state law from any harm caused by an act or omission 
in the provision of health care services during the COVID-19 out-
break, if certain requirements are met [6].

 Physicians employed by large health care systems are in better 
financial shape than independent doctors, at least for now. As one 
physician, who used to be in independent practice explains: “With 
the decreased volume of patients we are taking care of, I’m still able 
to get my salary. Otherwise, I do not know whether I could keep my 
staff and overhead going [7].” There are many benefits to physicians 
working under a fixed salary during this pandemic.

 Large companies like HCA Healthcare, which employs thousands 
of physicians through its 186-hospital system based in Tennessee 
posted revenues of $12.9 billion in the first quarter of 2020, compared 
to $12.5 billion a year earlier. However, its first-quarter net earnings 
were only $581 million, down 44% compared to $1.04 billion from 
the first quarter of 2019. This is a clear and present danger example 
of taking advantage of the money earmarked for hospitals under the 
CARES Act, working the SBA to execute a new $2 billion loan facil-
ity and requesting accelerated Medicare payments authorized by the 
CARES Act [8]. Otherwise this company would suffer dire conse-
quences.

Medical assistant salary/benefits/expenses (36 hours weekly) $31,500

Charges for tests performed by outside lab $22,500

Malpractice Insurance/practice contents insurance $10,500

Medical Supplies (splints, dressings, suture sets, injectables, etc.) $9,500

Utilities (phone, electric, water, trash pickup, sharps disposal, etc.) $5,250

Profit for rental income ($3,600)

Miscellaneous (office supplies, credit card processing, Internet, etc) $2,750

Total Annual Overhead $78,400

Table 2: Annual overhead breaks down.
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 Another large Tennessee company is Envision Healthcare, which 
two years after completing a buyout by private equity firm KKR, is 
struggling to manage its $7 billion debt load. The company is taking 
several steps to improve its financial position. For example, it is hold-
ing back pay for physicians, reducing salaries of senior leadership 
and furloughing nonclinical staff. Furthermore, clinical pay will be 
reduced in services with low patient volumes, and performance-based 
bonuses plus clinician profit-sharing will be delayed until the fall.

 Additionally, Envision temporarily suspended retirement con-
tributions, merit increases and promotions for all employees. If it 
succeeds in securing funds through the CARES Act, then more than 
40,000 team members, 27,000 of whom are physicians and clinicians 
may not need to worry about an Envision Healthcare bankruptcy fil-
ing [9].

 In the first quarter of 2020, the COVID-19 global pandemic 
caused a dire slowdown of healthcare services as patients fearing in-
fection opted to stay home. Large companies like HCA Healthcare 
and Envision Healthcare struggled with the 44% drop in profits and 
the contemplation of bankruptcy. As more patients stay home for fear 
of contracting the disease, doctors with private practices, many whom 
are seeing near empty waiting rooms may be forced to close by the 
end of the second quarter, due to a lack of cash flow.

 Those private practice doctors that decide to continue operating 
will change how their practices deliver managed care and experience 
firsthand the financial support offered by the government through the 
CARES Act and the 10 solutions provided by the Small Business Ad-
ministration. For example, some doctors may become more efficient 
and need less than 40 percent of revenue to cover the practice’s over-
head. Others may respond by significantly eliminating the filing of 
insurance claims and accept cash payments directly from patients at 
the time of services rendered. Other private physicians may aim to 
become far more efficient than the national average and reach break-
even with fewer than 10 patients per day.

 Whichever decision these private practice physicians take, the 
COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the need for improvement in the 
delivery of healthcare in the United States.
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