
Neighborhood Determinants of Primary 
Care Access in Virginia

ABSTRACT
PURPOSE Primary care is the foundation of any health care system. Primary care improves 
the health of communities and decreases health inequities. Yet, workforce shortages have 
worsened in the United States. Understanding characteristics of where workforce gaps are 
greatest is key to developing effective workforce solutions.

METHODS We used the 2019 Virginia All-Payers Claims Database to identify primary care 
physicians (PCPs) and the number of distinct patients seen by each physician. These data 
were used to identify PCP access by census tract measured using an enhanced 2-stage float-
ing catchment method. Guided by the Andersen model of health care utilization, we identi-
fied predisposing, enabling, need, and structural community characteristics from public data 
sources. We assessed associations between PCP access and these characteristics using spatial 
autoregressive models with lagged independent variables. Analyses were performed from 
2023 to 2024.

RESULTS In Virginia, 56.0% of census tracts had adequate PCP access. No association was 
found between PCP access and predisposing factors. Multiple enabling factors (ie, mari-
tal status, education, English language proficiency) were significantly associated with PCP 
access. Among need measures, PCP access was only positively associated with diagnosis of 
depression per 1,000 residents (0.01; P <.001). Structural factors had the greatest associa-
tion with access. Neighborhoods with disproportionately greater numbers of Black residents 
had significantly greater PCP access compared with neighborhoods with disproportionately 
greater numbers of White residents (–0.35; P <.05). Rural communities had less PCP access 
than suburban neighborhoods (–0.53; P <.001).

CONCLUSIONS There is an inadequate primary care workforce in Virginia. Structural factors, 
rather than predisposing, enabling, or need factors, contribute most to PCP access. Whereas 
Black segregated communities might have greater PCP access, rural communities are signifi-
cantly disadvantaged.

Ann Fam Med 2025;23:231-239. https://doi.org/10.1370/afm.240331

INTRODUCTION

Primary care is essential to ensuring health for communities.1 Unfortunately, 
the United States is experiencing a primary care shortage that is expected to 
grow by 17,800 to 48,000 physicians by 2034.2 This is a serious public health 

concern because inadequate access to primary care results in increased numbers of 
hospitalizations and emergency department visits,3 decreased life expectancies,4 and 
greater health inequities for communities.5-7 

Geographic access to primary care, which considers the potential for patients 
to use care given the physical supply of clinicians, is critical to health.8 However, 
primary care physicians (PCPs) are geographically maldistributed, meaning that the 
number of physicians does not match the demand for an area, leading to disparities.6 
For example, a study published in 2021 reported that individuals in counties with a 
shortage of PCPs had a life expectancy that was 310.9 days shorter than individuals 
living in counties without a shortage.4 The US Department of Health and Human 
Services is taking action to strengthen primary care, in part by investing in Federally 
Qualified Health Centers (FQHCs) and rural clinics.9 To most effectively address 
inadequate geographic access to primary care, we must first understand what types 
of communities have limited access and then plan targeted workforce interventions.

Prior work suggests that structural determinants, including economic segrega-
tion, racial segregation, and rurality are associated with inequities in PCP access.10-13 
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NEIGHBORHOOD DETERMINANTS OF PRIMARY CARE ACCESS

Residential segregation, the historical physical separation 
of races by enforced residence in certain areas, perpetu-
ated disinvestments in community infrastructure including 
deficits in primary care.14,15 Similarly, residents in rural areas 
have increased travel distance to health care and decreased 
utilization of primary care compared with their urban coun-
terparts.12,13 The effects of travel distance are compounded in 
communities with lower economic resources.14

One challenge to understanding geographic disparities 
in primary care is accurately measuring the capacity of PCPs 
to care for a given population. Currently, when making fed-
eral designations, a population-to-provider ratio of 3,500:1 
is used.16 Although this designation is intended to identify 
communities with the greatest shortages, it has been used 
to calculate primary care workforce shortages, which likely 
underestimates the shortage. This underestimation might 
contribute to decreasing life expectancy in the United States.1 

We aimed to identify geographic disparities of the pri-
mary care workforce in Virginia, and based on the Andersen 
model of health care utilization, identify community-level 
predisposing, enabling, need, and structural factors associated 
with PCP access.17,18 Findings could be used to help identify 
what types of communities should be targeted for workforce 
interventions.

METHODS
With data from the 2019 Virginia All-Payers Claims Database 
(APCD), we used an enhanced 2-stage floating catchment 
method to estimate PCP access by census tract in Virginia.19,20 
We then used multivariable analysis at the census tract level 
to understand the association between PCP access and com-
munity characteristics from public data sources. The Virginia 
Commonwealth University Institutional Review Board deter-
mined that this was not human subjects research. All analyses 
were conducted during the period 2023-2024. We used census 
tract as the unit of measure for all variables because it is small, 
local, more accurately represents a community, and is com-
monly used in the literature to explore geographic access.11,21 
In addition, the use of census tracts could avoid underesti-
mating the relation between health outcomes and segregation 
compared with larger, less local geographic units.22 

Study Sample
Historically, primary care has been identified by specialty 
or services billed. We identified the primary care workforce 
by both specialty and services billed. We linked the 2019 
Virginia APCD with the National Plan and Provider Enumer-
ation System. In line with prior studies, we included the fol-
lowing as PCPs: (1) doctor of medicine/osteopathic medicine 
(MD/DO) with a family medicine taxonomy code or (2) MD/
DO with a taxonomy code for internal medicine, pediatrics, 
or obstetrics and gynecology with ≥10 wellness visits.23 
Clinicians who saw <100 unique patients or >7,500 patients 
over the course of a year (408/5,258, or 7.8% of the PCPs 

identified) were excluded, assuming the former had little clin-
ical time whereas the latter indicated that multiple physicians 
were billing under the same identification number. Nurse 
practitioners (NPs) and physician assistants/associates (PAs) 
were not included in the original data set; however, additional 
analyses including NPs/PAs in the primary care workforce are 
included in the Supplemental Appendix.

The number of unique patients seen by the PCP and the 
practice location were determined from the APCD. The 
APCD contains all Medicare claims, all Medicaid claims, 44% 
to 47% of commercial claims, and no claims from uninsured 
individuals (8% of Virginians in 2019).24 To adjust for the 
missing aspects of the APCD, the capacity of each PCP was 
the number of unique patients seen by each PCP multiplied 
by 2.3, a correction formulated by the state stewards of 
the APCD and based on the KFF total commercial covered 
lives.24 If a PCP had multiple practice locations, extra prac-
tice locations were excluded after a manual internet search, 
and the capacity of that physician was divided equally across 
correct locations (65 physicians with multiple locations as 
determined by manual search). Practice addresses were geolo-
cated using the Census Bureau batch geocoder or the Google 
application programming interface if not identified with the 
Census Bureau tool. We used data from the Census Bureau 
American Community Survey, HealthLandscape Virginia, 
and the Virginia Open Data Portal.

Measures
The dependent variable was PCP access at the census tract 
level as calculated using the enhanced 2-stage floating catch-
ment area method, assuming a 30-minute drive time.25,26 We 
considered PCP access to represent the ratio of total PCP 
capacity to residents in each census tract. The range of values 
of PCP access was 0 to 2.7, with values >1 indicating that the 
total PCP capacity within 30 minutes of the census tract was 
greater than the number of individuals within the census tract. 
For binary analysis, census tracts had inadequate PCP access 
if the PCP access score was <0.8, meaning that PCP capacity 
covered 80% of the total residents in the census tract.

The independent variables were the community predis-
posing, enabling, need, and structural characteristics that 
influence health care use. We used the racialized Index of 
Concentration at the Extremes (ICERace) to assess racial seg-
regation by subtracting the number of Black households from 
the number of White households and dividing by the total 
number of households for each census tract.27  The economic 
Index of Concentration at the Extremes (ICEIncome) measured 
economic segregation and was calculated by subtracting the 
number of low-income households (incomes <20th income 
percentile) from the number of high-income households 
(incomes >80th income percentile) and dividing by the total 
number of households in each census tract.27,28 Both measures 
can range from –1 to 1. Census tracts with an ICERace value 
of –1 have 100% Black households and 0% White house-
holds. Conversely, census tracts with an ICERace value of 1 
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NEIGHBORHOOD DETERMINANTS OF PRIMARY CARE ACCESS

have 100% White households and 0% 
Black households. Detailed information 
regarding these variables is provided in the 
Supplemental Table 1.

Statistical Analysis
We examined bivariate associations between 
PCP access and each independent variable 
using χ2 tests for categorical variables and 
Wilcoxon rank sum tests for continuous 
variables. We then assessed collinearity by 
examining the correlation matrix between 
all variables and variance inflation factors 
(VIF) (from nonspatial linear regression 
models). We included all variables with VIF 
values <5 in our final model. For pairs of 
highly correlated variables with higher VIF 
values, we kept the variable with a known 
association with health care utilization. 
Once covariates were finalized, we exam-
ined spatial autocorrelation using the Moran I test. Because 
the Moran I test was significant (data not shown), we then 
used spatial autoregressive models with lagged independent 
variables to assess the relation between the continuous measure 
of spatial PCP accessibly and the independent variables.29 We 
report total effects (direct + indirect effects) with bootstrapped 
95% CIs using 10,000 simulations.30 For these models, we used 
a queen contiguity. We conducted sensitivity analysis using the 
median values from 2016-2019 data as well as alternative model 
specifications using the 2019 data (Supplemental Tables 2-6). 
We also conducted a sensitivity analysis including NPs/PAs 
and FQHCs in the workforce (Supplemental Table 7). Lastly, 
we provided the following analyses regarding panel size: (1) no 
panel size adjustment, (2) self-reported panel size in prior work 
(2,018 patients).31 All analyses were conducted with RStudio 
version 4.3.1 (Posit PBC).

RESULTS
We identified 5,258 total PCPs in 2019, of whom 408 were 
excluded (having <100 or >7,500 unique patients); 4,850 were 
included. The median number of unique patients each PCP 
saw was 1,368 (range, 101-7,327). Of the 1,907 census tracts 
in Virginia, 1,837 had ≥100 residents and complete popula-
tion data, meaning that they were included in the final anal-
ysis. Of those 1,837 census tracts, 56.0% had adequate PCP 
access (Figure 1). These census tracts included 4,657,337 of 
Virginia’s 8,421,509 residents in 2019 (55.3%).

Census tracts with adequate PCP access were broadly 
located in larger cities as well as scattered throughout the 
northwestern and southwestern part of the state. Figure 2 
shows rurality, racial, and economic segregation in Virginia. 
The western part of the state consisted of census tracts with 
ICERace scores closer to 1 (neighborhoods with dispropor-
tionately greater numbers of White residents), whereas the 

eastern part of the state consisted of census tracts with ICER-

ace scores closer to –1 (neighborhoods with disproportion-
ately greater numbers of Black residents). When examining 
economic segregation, the western and southern part of the 
state had census tracts with ICEIncome scores closer to –1 (dis-
proportionately low-income neighborhoods).

Comparing the characteristics of census tracts with ade-
quate vs inadequate primary care access in bivariate analysis, 
communities with adequate PCP access had significantly 
more female residents (P <.001) and residents aged <5 years 
(P = .001) but significantly fewer residents aged ≥65 years    
(P <.001) (Table 1). Among the enabling factors, communi-
ty-level percentage of residents with a high school diploma or 
less (P <.001), who were married (P <.001), who had public 
insurance (P <.001), or had a motor vehicle (P <.001) had a 
significant negative association with PCP access, whereas the 
percentage of residents with broadband access (P <.001) or 
with limited English proficiency (P <.001) had a significant 
positive association with PCP access. Interestingly, the com-
munity-level need-based characteristics, including the per-
centage of residents with a disability (P <.001) or prevalence 
of individuals with a diagnosis of diabetes (P <.001), had a 
significant negative association with PCP access.

Table 2 summarizes the results of the full regression 
models assessing the relation between PCP access and the 
independent variables. Whereas we presented 4 models, we 
focused on the model that includes both ICERace and ICEIncome 
without interaction because we found that the interaction 
was not significant; however, we recognize the importance 
of looking at ICERace and ICEIncome simultaneously. Examin-
ing structural factors of interest, we found that ICERace was 
significantly negatively associated with PCP access (–0.35; P 
<.05). Given a median panel size of 1,368, census tracts with 
an ICERace score of 0 (neighborhoods with neither dispropor-
tionately greater numbers of Black or White residents) had 

Figure 1. Virginia Census Tracts With Inadequate Primary Care Physician 
Access

PCP = primary care physician. 

Note: Census tracts in light gray denote excluded tracts (due to <100 residents or incomplete data). Using an enhanced 
2-stage floating catchment method and data from the 2019 all-payer claims database, 56.0% of Virginia’s census tracts 
had adequate access to primary care.

Inadequate PCP access

Adequate PCP access

PCP access
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a PCP capacity to care for 479 fewer residents than census 
tracts with an ICERace score of –1 (neighborhoods with dis-
proportionately greater numbers of Black residents), holding 
all other variables constant. Conversely, ICEIncome was not 

significantly associated with PCP access (–0.02; P = .96). In 
addition, rural communities had significantly less PCP access 
than suburban areas (–0.53; P <.001), meaning that rural cen-
sus tracts had PCP capacity to care for approximately 725 

fewer residents compared with suburban cen-
sus tracts. Furthermore, compared with the 
central Virginia region, both the eastern and 
northern regions had significantly decreased 
PCP access (–0.23; P <.01 and –0.37; P 
<.01, respectively), whereas the northwest-
ern region had significantly greater access 
(0.19; P <.05).

Although all predisposing factors were 
significantly associated with PCP access when 
testing bivariate associations, there was only 
a significant relation between percentage of 
residents ≥65 and access (0.2; P <.05) in our 
preferred model. Examining enabling factors, 
we found that the percentage of residents 
with a high school diploma or less and the 
percentage of married residents were signifi-
cantly negatively associated with PCP access 
(–0.02; P <.001 and –0.02; P <.01, respec-
tively). This means, for example, that a 1% 
increase in married residents was associated 
with a PCP capacity of a census tract to care 
for 27 fewer residents in the census tract. The 
percentage of residents with limited English 
proficiency was significantly positively associ-
ated with PCP access (0.04; P <.01). For need-
based factors, the prevalence of depression 
per 1,000 residents was positively associated 
with PCP access (0.01; P <.001), whereas the 
prevalence of diabetes per 1,000 residents, 
percentage of residents with disability, and 
hospital access were not significantly associ-
ated with PCP access.

Sensitivity analysis showed broadly simi-
lar results in terms of the direction between 
PCP access and predisposing, enabling, or 
need factors. However, the relation between 
ICERace and PCP access adequacy was not 
significant for some of the alternative models. 
Importantly, our results were similar when 
including NPs/PAs and FQHCs in the work-
force (Supplemental Table 7) as well as with 
no panel size adjustment or when using a 
self-reported panel size cited in the literature 
(Supplemental Table 8).31

DISCUSSION
We found that that nearly one-half of Vir-
ginia’s census tracts had inadequate access 
to primary care. Structural factors had the 

Figure 2. Rurality, Racial Segregation, and Economic Segregation in 
Virginia

ICE = Index of Concentration at the Extremes.

Census tracts in light gray denote excluded tracts (due to <100 residents or incomplete data). 2A. Urban, suburban, 
and rural designations were from the Urbanization Perceptions Small Area Index. 2B. ICERace score ranges from –1 to 
1 for census tracts in Virginia, with –1 meaning that 100% of the households are Black (neighborhood with dispro-
portionately greater numbers of Black residents) and 1 meaning that 100% of households are White (neighborhood 
with disproportionately greater numbers of White residents). 2C. ICEIncome score ranges from –0.89 to 0.89 in Virginia 
census tracts.

Urban

Suburban

Rural

1  Disproportionally white 
neighborhoods

1  Disproportionally high-
income neighborhoods

–1  Disproportionally black 
neighborhoods

–1  Disproportionally low-
income neighborhoods

0

0

A

B

C
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greatest association with primary care access, as opposed 
to community-level need, predisposing, or enabling factors. 
Specifically, neighborhoods with disproportionately greater 
numbers of Black residents had significantly more PCP access, 
whereas rural communities and certain regions had signifi-
cantly less PCP access.

Demand for primary care, which might drive physicians’ 
choice regarding practice location, is a complex interaction 
between predisposing, enabling, need, and structural factors. 
For example, low educational attainment is associated with 
increased disease burden, which in turn could increase the 
demand for care, but also with decreased insurance coverage, 

Table 1. Bivariate Analysis of Primary Care Access in 2019 and Community Characteristics, by Virginia Census Tract

Characteristic
All census tracts 

N = 1,837a
Inadequate PCP access 

n = 808 (44.0%)
Adequate PCP access 
n = 1,029 (56.0%) P value

Predisposing factors, % (SD)
Female 60.0 (4.4) 50.4 (4.7) 51.4 (4.0) <.001
Age <5 years 6.1 (2.6) 5.9 (2.5) 6.3 (2.7) .001

Age ≥65 years 13.9 (6.9) 14.9 (7.2) 13.0 (6.6) <.001

Enabling factors, % (SD)
≤High school diploma/equivalent 36.2 (17.2) 39.9 (16.7) 33.3 (17.0) <.001
Unemployed 6.9 (4.5) 6.8 (4.0) 6.9 (4.8) .4
Divorced 10.4 (4.0) 10.2 (3.6) 10.5 (4.2) .087
Married 49.6 (13.6) 53.0 (11.1) 46.8 (14.8) <.001
Limited English proficiency 2.5 (3.9) 1.5 (2.7) 3.3 (4.5) <.001
Uninsured 11.4 (6.7) 11.0 (6.1) 11.8 (7.2) .11
Public insuranceb 26.5 (12.0) 27.7 (11.3) 25.5 (12.5) <.001
With a motor vehicle 93.3 (7.7) 94.8 (5.3) 92.0 (8.9) <.001
With broadband access 79.5 (14.0) 77.5 (14.5) 81.0 (13.4) <.001

Need factors
Disability, % (SD) 11.4 (5.8) 12.1 (5.8) 10.8 (5.6) <.001
Depression, mean (SD) diagnoses/1,000 persons 57.0 (18.5) 56.3 (18.9) 57.6 (18.2) .13
Diabetes, mean (SD) diagnoses/1,000 persons 89.2 (29.9) 95.7 (34.4) 84.0 (24.6) <.001
Hypertension, mean (SD) diagnoses/1,000 persons 218.5 (67.1) 233.5 (74.1) 206.1 (58.4) <.001
Hospital availability score (SD) 5.3 (3.5) 4.2 (3.5) 6.1 (3.3) <.001

Structural factors
ICERace score (SD)c 0.5 (0.4) 0.6 (0.4) 0.5 (0.5) <.001
ICEIncome score (SD)d 0.1 (0.3) 0.1 (0.3) 0.1 (0.4) .50
Population density, No. (SD) 3,217.4 (4,684.2) 2,205.3 (3,813.6) 4,021.1 (5,131.6) <.001

Rurality number, No. (%) <.001
Suburban 941 (51.2) 334 (41.3) 607 (59.0)
Urban 417 (22.7) 116 (14.4) 301 (29.3)
Rural 479 (26.1) 358 (44.3) 121 (11.8)

Region number, No. (%) <.001
Central region 324 (17.6) 111 (13.7) 213 (20.7)
Eastern region 438 (23.8) 260 (32.2) 178 (17.3)
Northern region 505 (27.5) 177 (21.9) 328 (31.9)
Northwest region 261 (14.2) 119 (14.7) 142 (13.8)
Southwest region 309 (16.8) 141 (17.5) 168 (16.3)

ICE =Index of Concentration at the Extremes; PCP = primary care physician.

Note: Continuous variable associations tested using Wilcoxon rank sum test, and categorical variable associations tested using χ2 tests. 

a 1,907 total census tracts, 1,837 with complete data.
b Includes any public coverage (Medicare, Medicaid, Children’s Health Insurance Program, Veterans Health Administration, individual state health plans).
c ICERace is a continuous measure of racial residential segregation ranging from –1 to 1. A value of 0.5 means that there is a greater proportion of White households compared to Black households 
in that census tract. For example, the census tract could consist of 50% White households and 45% Black households. It could also consist of 35% White households, 30% Black households, and 
35% households of different racial/ethnic groups.
d ICEIncome is a continuous measure of economic residential segregation ranging from –0.89 to 0.89. A value of 0.1 means that there is a slightly greater proportion of high-income households com-
pared to low-income households. Similar to ICERace, a value of 0.1 could mean that the census tract consists of 51% high-income households and 49% low-income households, or it could mean 
that the census tract consists of 35% high-income households, 34% low-income households, and 31% households that are neither high nor low income.
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which could decrease the demand for care.32,33 We found 
that few predisposing and enabling factors were associated 
with PCP access, and when there was an association, it was 
small. This suggests that primary care access adequacy is less 
sensitive to these factors. Given nonsignificant associations 
between most need factors and PCP access, it is unlikely 
that primary care access adequacy is responsive to the need 

for care among individuals with conditions managed by 
primary care.

Structural factors showed the greatest associations with 
PCP access. The current and historical system of structural 
racism in the United States includes residential segregation 
that has historically resulted in neighborhoods with predomi-
nantly Black residents having fewer resources, including fewer 

Table 2. Multivariable Analysis of PCP Access in 2019 and Community Characteristics, by Virginia Census Tract

Characteristic
Model A 

(ICERace Alone)
Model B 

(ICEIncome Alone)

Model C  
(ICERace and ICEIncome 
with interaction)

Model D 
(ICERace and ICEIncome 
without interaction)

Model AIC –899.6919 –894.691 –893.5482 –896.984
Structural factors

ICERace –0.35a (–0.64 to –0.07) … –0.37a (–0.66 to –0.08) –0.35a (–0.64 to –0.07)
ICEIncome … 0.04 (–0.58 to 0.67) 0.18 (–0.62 to 0.99) –0.02 (–0.62 to 0.59)
Interaction … … –0.22 (–0.84 to 0.40) …

Rurality
Suburban ref ref ref ref
Urban –0.22 (–0.47 to 0.02) –0.22 (–0.48 to 0.04) –0.20 (–0.47 to 0.05) –0.22 (–0.47 to 0.03)
Rural –0.53c (–0.74 to –0.32) –0.55c (–0.76 to –0.33) –0.50c (–0.74 to –0.32) –0.53c (–0.74 to –0.33)

Region
Central ref ref ref ref
Eastern –0.23b (–0.37 to –0.09) –0.24b (–0.39 to –0.08) –0.24b (–0.39 to –0.09) –0.23b (–0.38 to –0.08)
Northern –0.37c (–0.56 to –0.18) –0.40c (–0.63 to –0.18) –0.37b (–0.60 to –0.15) –0.37b (–0.59 to –0.15)
Northwest 0.19a (0.03 to 0.36) 0.14 (–0.02 to 0.32) 0.19a (0.03 to 0.36) 0.19a (0.03 to 0.36)
Southwest 0.16 (–0.03 to 0.33) 0.09 (–0.09 to 0.28) 0.16 (–0.03 to 0.35) 0.16 (–0.03 to 0.35)
Population density 0b (0) 0b (0) 0b (0) 0b (0)

Predisposing factors
Percent female 0.01 (–0.01 to 0.03) 0.02 (0 to 0.04) 0.01 (–0.01 to 0.03) 0.01 (–0.01 to 0.03)
Percent age ≤5 years 0.01 (–0.03 to 0.05) 0.02 (–0.02 to 0.06) 0.01 (–0.03 to 0.05) 0.01 (–0.03 to 0.05)
Percent age ≥65 years 0.02a (0 to 0.03) 0.02 (0 to 0.03) 0.02a (0 to 0.04) 0.02a (0 to 0.03)

Enabling factors
Percent with ≤high 

school diploma
–0.02c (–0.03 to –0.01) –0.02c (–0.03 to –0.01) –0.02c (–0.03 to –0.01) –0.02c (–0.03 to –0.01)

Percent unemployed –0.01 (–0.04 to 0.01) –0.01 (–0.04 to 0.01) –0.02 (–0.04 to 0.01) –0.01 (–0.04 to 0.01)
Percent divorced 0 (–0.03 to 0.02) 0 (–0.03 to 0.02) 0 (–0.03 to 0.02) 0 (–0.03 to 0.02)
Percent married –0.02c (-0.03 to –0.01) –0.02c (–0.04 to –0.1) –0.02b (–0.03 to –0.01) –0.02b (–0.03 to –0.01)
Percent with limited 

English proficiency
0.04b (0.02 to 0.07) 0.04b (0.01 to 0.07) 0.04b (0.02 to 0.07) 0.04b (0.02 to 0.07)

Percent uninsured 0.02 (0 to 0.04) 0.02 (0 to 0.04) 0.02 (0 to 0.04) 0.02 (0 to 0.04)
Percent with a vehicle –0.01 (–0.02 to 0.01) –0.01 (–0.03 to 0) –0.01 (–0.03 to 0) –0.01 (–0.02 to 0.01)

Need factors
Percent with disability –0.02 (–0.04 to 0) –0.02 (–0.05 to 0) –0.02 (–0.05 to 0) –0.02 (–0.04 to 0)
Diabetes diagnosis/​

1,000 persons
0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0)

Depression diagno-
sis/1,000 persons

0.01c (0.01 to 0.02) 0.01c (0.01 to 0.02) 0.01c (0.01 to 0.02) 0.01c (0.01 to 0.02)

Hospital access 0.01 (–0.01 to 0.03) 0.01 (–0.01 to 0.04) 0.01 (–0.02 to 0.03) 0.01 (–0.01 to 0.04)

AIC =Akaike information criterion; ICE = Index of Concentration at the Extremes; PCP = primary care physician; ref = reference.

Note: Data presented as total effect (bootstrapped 95% CI [1,000 simulations]).

a P <.05.
b P <.01.
c P <.001.
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physicians, than other communities.8,12 Conversely, we found 
that neighborhoods with a lower ICERace score, or a neigh-
borhood with disproportionately greater numbers of Black 
residents, had greater access to PCPs in Virginia. National 
policy levers, such as FQHCs, might have led to more com-
munity centers in predominantly Black neighborhoods, sug-
gesting that primary care can use policy levers to improve 
health equity.34 In addition, loan repayment programs and 
the National Health Service Corps might have successfully 
increased geographic access in disproportionately Black 
neighborhoods.35,36 Furthermore, Black physicians are more 
likely to practice in disproportionately Black neighborhoods, 
and the total number of Black physicians has increased, 
potentially increasing access in these neighborhoods.37,38 
Our results were sensitive to model specification; therefore, 
further research is needed to understand the connection 
between PCP access and segregation.

We found no relation between economic segregation and 
PCP access. Disproportionately low-income neighborhoods 
have greater rates of chronic disease, which could indicate a 
greater need for primary care but might also be accompanied 
by community disinvestments.39 In contrast to residential 
segregation, programs to incentivize clinicians to locate in 
underserved areas might not have led to a greater number of 
clinicians in disproportionately low-income neighborhoods.40 
In addition, having equal access to clinicians in low-income or 
high-income neighborhoods might not be sufficient to ade-
quately treat individuals in low-income neighborhoods, given 
that these individuals might have a greater disease burden and 
need more care.41 Further defining ideal patient panel sizes 
and resources needed by PCPs based on community-level 
disease burden and complexity might be necessary to achieve 
this goal and ensure comprehensive care for all communities.

Rural communities continue to experience significant 
inequities in PCP access. This might be because physicians 
are more likely to practice where they train, and the majority 
of residencies are located in suburban or urban areas.42 Sec-
ond, limited pay or feelings of isolation in rural communities 
might make incentive programs meant to encourage physi-
cians to practice in rural communities ineffective.43 Third, 
patients in rural communities tend to have a greater disease 
burden and are older than their urban counterparts, which 
might dissuade physicians from choosing to practice in these 
areas and also points to the need for establishing realistic 
patient panel sizes and resources for primary care practices.44 

This study has several limitations. First, the APCD does 
not include all claims from commercial insurers and does not 
include uninsured individuals. Importantly, our work is robust 
to using self-reported panel sizes cited in the literature31 and 
unadjusted panel sizes (Supplemental Table 8). We did not 
directly account for NPs, PAs, or FQHCs. However, when 
using state licensure data to identify primary care NPs/PAs 
and federal data to identify FQHCs, we found similar associ-
ations between community characteristics and primary care 
workforce regardless of who is included in the workforce 

(Supplemental Table 7 and Supplemental Figure 1).45 Sec-
ond, we did not address access to care delivered via virtual 
modalities; however, prior work found that areas of inade-
quate access were similar for both virtual and physical mea-
sures of access.14 Third, approximately 900 of the MD/DO 
providers were listed at >1 address, and a manual internet 
search was used to best approximate a singular location for 
each physician. Of those, 65 had >1 location after the manual 
search. However, this might inaccurately locate an individual 
to 1 practice, whereas in actuality they see patients at mul-
tiple locations, underestimating geographic access. Fourth, 
we only used ICE scores, which do not capture spatial seg-
regation but rather reflect statistical segregation alone. Fifth, 
the enhanced 2-stage floating catchment area method does 
not account for other modes of transportation, traffic, or that 
individuals might travel from work to primary care.46 Sixth, 
compensation for PCPs might be linked to supply, but those 
data were not available to include in our models. Seventh, 
we captured 1 aspect of access but did not address others 
such as affordability, appropriateness, approachability, or 
acceptability.

CONCLUSIONS
This study’s methodology included several strengths. First, 
we used a novel way to identify PCPs by using claims data 
and taxonomy codes instead of only limiting provider type to 
specialty. Second, we used the actual capacity of a physician 
instead of having to estimate the probable number of patients 
a physician sees and estimate their full-time equivalent hours. 
Ultimately, our evidence suggests that Virginia has many 
neighborhoods without adequate PCP access and that struc-
tural factors such as racial segregation, rurality, and regions 
have a greater association with PCP access compared with 
predisposing, enabling, or need factors. Primary care contin-
ues to be a critical element for ensuring community health 
and health equity in Virginia, and this work illuminates the 
characteristics most associated with inadequate workforce.
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Key words: primary care; workforce; segregation; rurality

Submitted July 12, 2024; submitted, revised, December 17, 2024; accepted Feb-
ruary 4, 2025.

Disclaimer: The research presented in this article is that of the authors and does 
not reflect the official policy of the National Institutes of Health or the Virginia 
Department of Medical Assistance Services.

Funding support: Hannah Shadowen was supported by funding from the 
National Institute for Minority Health and Health Disparities (grant No. 
F30MD018324). This work was also supported by funding from the Virginia 
Department of Medical Assistance Services and the Wright Regional Center for 
Clinical and Translational Science (award No. UM1TR004360).

Previous presentation: Findings from this article were presented at the North 
American Primary Care Research Group (NAPCRG) 51st Annual Meeting; October 
31-November 3, 2023; San Francisco, California.

 Supplemental materials

ANNALS OF FAMILY MEDICINE ✦ WWW.ANNFAMMED.ORG ✦ VOL. 23, NO. 3 ✦ MAY/JUNE 2025

237

https://www.annfammed.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1370/afm.240331/-/DC1
https://www.annfammed.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1370/afm.240331/-/DC1
https://www.annfammed.org/content/23/3/231/tab-e-letters
https://www.annfammed.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1370/afm.240331/-/DC1


NEIGHBORHOOD DETERMINANTS OF PRIMARY CARE ACCESS

References
	 1.	Woolf SH. Falling behind:​ the growing gap in life expectancy between the 

United States and other countries, 1933-2021. Am J Public Health. 2023;​
113(9):​970-980. doi:​10.2105/AJPH.2023.307310

	 2.	2019 Update. The complexities of physician supply and demand:​ projections 
from 2017 to 2032. Association of American Medical Colleges. Published 
Apr 2019. Accessed Mar 8, 2025. https://​specialtydocs.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/06/2019_update_-_the_complexities_of_physician_supply_and_
demand_-_projections_from_2017-2032.pdf

	 3.	Mathison DJ, Chamberlain JM, Cowan NM, et al. Primary care spatial density 
and nonurgent emergency department utilization:​ a new methodology for 
evaluating access to care. Acad Pediatr. 2013;​13(3):​278-285. doi:​10.1016/j.
acap.2013.02.006

	 4.	Basu S, Phillips RS, Berkowitz SA, Landon BE, Bitton A, Phillips RL. Estimated 
effect on life expectancy of alleviating primary care shortages in the United 
States. Ann Intern Med. 2021;​174(7):​920-926. doi:​10.7326/M20-7381

	 5.	Sharma A, Basu S. Does primary care availability mediate the relationship 
between rurality and lower life expectancy in the United States? J Prim Care 
Community Health. 2022;​13:​21501319221125471. doi:​10.1177/​2150​1319​2​
2​1​125471

	 6.	Tsui J, Hirsch JA, Bayer FJ, et al. Patterns in geographic access to health care 
facilities across neighborhoods in the United States based on data from the 
National Establishment Time-Series between 2000 and 2014. JAMA Netw 
Open. 2020;​3(5):​e205105. doi:​10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.5105

	 7.	Upadhyay N, Rowan PJ, Aparasu RR, et al. Impact of geographic access to pri-
mary care providers on pediatric behavioral health screening. Prev Med. 2021;​
153:​106856. doi:​10.1016/j.ypmed.2021.106856

	 8.	Guagliardo MF. Spatial accessibility of primary care:​ concepts, methods and 
challenges. Int J Health Geogr. 2004;​3(1):​3. doi:​10.1186/1476-072X-3-3

	 9.	US Department of Health and Human Servics. HHS is taking action to 
strengthen primary care. Published Nov 7, 2023. Accessed Mar 8, 2025. 
https://​www.​hhs.gov/sites/default/files/primary-care-issue-brief.pdf

	10.	Zhang D, Son H, Shen Y, et al. Assessment of changes in rural and urban 
primary care workforce in the United States from 2009 to 2017. JAMA Netw 
Open. 2020;​3(10):​e2022914. doi:​10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.22914

	11.	Brown EJ, Polsky D, Barbu CM, Seymour JW, Grande D. Racial disparities 
in geographic access to primary care in Philadelphia. Health Aff (Millwood). 
2016;​35(8):​1374-1381. doi:​10.1377/hlthaff.2015.1612

	12.	Chan L, Hart LG, Goodman DC. Geographic access to health care for rural 
Medicare beneficiaries. J Rural Health. 2006;​22(2):​140-146. doi:​10.1111/​
j.1748-​0361.2006.00022.x

	13.	Nuako A, Liu J, Pham G, et al. Quantifying rural disparity in healthcare utili-
zation in the United States:​ analysis of a large midwestern healthcare system. 
PLoS One. 2022;​17(2):​e0263718. doi:​10.1371/journal.pone.0263718

	14.	Wang F, Zeng Y, Liu L, Onega T. Disparities in spatial accessibility of primary 
care in Louisiana:​ from physical to virtual accessibility. Front Public Health. 
2023;​11:​1154574. doi:​10.3389/fpubh.2023.1154574

	15.	Williams DR, Collins C. Racial residential segregation:​ a fundamental cause 
of racial disparities in health. Public Health Rep. 2001;​116(5):​404-416. doi:​
10.1016/S0033-3549(04)50068-7

	16.	US National Archives. Code of Federal Regulations. Part 5—Designation of 
health professional(s) shortage areas. Published Nov 17, 1980. Accessed Mar 
8, 2025. https://​www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=&SID=994659af422​
5​5​9ab44267d5729954544&mc=true&n=pt42.1.5&r=PPAR&ty=HTML#​ap​
42.1.5_14.a

	17.	Aday LA, Andersen R. A framework for the study of access to medical care. 
Health Serv Res. 1974;​9(3):​208-220.

	18.	Phillips KA, Morrison KR, Andersen R, Aday LA. Understanding the context of 
healthcare utilization:​ assessing environmental and provider-related variables in 
the behavioral model of utilization. Health Serv Res. 1998;​33(3 Pt 1):​571-596.

	19.	Luo W, Qi Y. An enhanced two-step floating catchment area (E2SFCA) method 
for measuring spatial accessibility to primary care physicians. Health Place. 
2009;​15(4):​1100-1107. doi:​10.1016/j.healthplace.2009.06.002

	20.	Virginia Health Information. All-Payers Claims Database (APCD). Accessed Mar 
8, 2025. https://​vhi.org/APCD

	21.	Khazanchi R, Rader B, Cantor J, et al. Spatial accessibility and uptake of pedi-
atric COVID-19 vaccinations by social vulnerability. Pediatrics. 2024;​154(2):​
e2024065938. doi:​10.1542/peds.2024-065938

	22.	Krieger N, Feldman JM, Waterman PD, Chen JT, Coull BA, Hemenway D. 
Local residential segregation matters:​ stronger association of census tract 
compared to conventional city-level measures with fatal and non-fatal assaults 
(total and firearm related), using the Index of Concentration at the Extremes 
(ICE) for racial, economic, and racialized economic segregation, Massachu-
setts (US), 1995-2010. J Urban Health. 2017;​94(2):​244-258. doi:​10.1007/
s11524-​016-0116-z

	23.	Huffstetler AN, Sabo RT, Lavallee M, et al. Using state all-payer claims data to 
identify the active primary care workforce:​ a novel study in Virginia. Ann Fam 
Med. 2022;​20(5):​446-451. doi:​10.1370/afm.2854

	24.	KFF. Health insurance coverage of the total population. Timeframe:​ 2023. 
Accessed Mar 8, 2025. https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/total-
population/​?​dataView=​1&currentTimeframe=0&selectedDistributions=​
employer--​non-group​&selected​Rows=​%7B%22states%22:%7B%22​virginia​
%22:​%7B​%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location​%22,​
%​22​sort%22:%22asc%22%7D

	25.	Daly MR, Mellor JM, Millones M. Do avoidable hospitalization rates among 
older adults differ by geographic access to primary care physicians? Health 
Serv Res. 2018;​53(S1):​3245-3264. doi:​10.1111/1475-6773.12736

	26.	Nagy D. [Tutorial] Enhanced Two-Step Floating Catchment Area (E2SFCA). 
RPubs. Accessed Mar 8, 2025. https://​rpubs.com/djn34/e2sfca

	27.	Krieger N, Kim R, Feldman J, Waterman PD. Using the Index of Concentration 
at the Extremes at multiple geographical levels to monitor health inequities in 
an era of growing spatial social polarization:​ Massachusetts, USA (2010-14). 
Int J Epidemiol. 2018;​47(3):​788-819. doi:​10.1093/ije/dyy004

	28.	Krieger N, Chen JT, Waterman PD, Soobader MJ, Subramanian SV, Carson R. 
Choosing area based socioeconomic measures to monitor social inequalities in 
low birth weight and childhood lead poisoning:​ the Public Health Disparities 
Geocoding Project (US). J Epidemiol Community Health. 2003;​57(3):​186-199. 
doi:​10.1136/jech.57.3.186

	29.	Rader B, Astley CM, Sewalk K, et al. Spatial modeling of vaccine deserts as 
barriers to controlling SARS-CoV-2. Commun Med (Lond). 2022;​2(1):​141. doi:​
10.1038/s43856-022-00183-8

	30.	Mendez C. Spatial regression analysis in R. RPubs. Published 2020. Accessed 
Mar 8, 2025. https://​rpubs.com/quarcs-lab/tutorial-spatial-regression

	31.	Bazemore A, Morgan ZJ, Grumbach K. Self-reported panel size among family 
physicians declined by over 25% over a decade (2013-2022). J Am Board Fam 
Med. 2024;​37(3):​504-505. doi:​10.3122/jabfm.2023.230421R1

	32.	Branch B. Differences in uninsured rates by race and ethnicity persist even 
among those with higher educational attainment. United States Census 
Bureau. Published March 8, 2023. Accessed Mar 9, 2025. https://​www.census.
gov/library/stories/2023/03/education-and-racial-disparities-in-health-insurance-
coverage.html

	33.	Loucks EB, Buka SL, Rogers ML, et al. Education and coronary heart disease 
risk associations may be affected by early-life common prior causes:​ a propen-
sity matching analysis. Ann Epidemiol. 2012;​22(4):​221-232. doi:​10.1016/j.
annepidem.2012.02.005

	34.	Ko M, Ponce NA. Community residential segregation and the local supply of 
federally qualified health centers. Health Serv Res. 2013;​48(1):​253-270. doi:​
10.1111/j.1475-6773.2012.01444.x

	35.	Davis CS, Meyers P, Bazemore AW, Peterson LE. Impact of service-based stu-
dent loan repayment program on the primary care workforce. Ann Fam Med. 
2023;​21(4):​327-331. doi:​10.1370/afm.3002

	36.	Baker O, Horvitz-Lennon M, Yu H. Racial and ethnic concordance between 
National Health Service Corps clinicians and underserved populations. JAMA 
Netw Open. 2024;​7(3):​e242961. doi:​10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.2961

	37.	Association of American Medical Colleges. 2022 physician specialty data 
report. Published 2023. Accessed Mar 9, 2025. https://​www.aamc.org/media/​
63371/download?attachment

ANNALS OF FAMILY MEDICINE ✦ WWW.ANNFAMMED.ORG ✦ VOL. 23, NO. 3 ✦ MAY/JUNE 2025

238

http://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2023.307310
https:// specialtydocs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/2019_update_-_the_complexities_of_physician_su
https:// specialtydocs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/2019_update_-_the_complexities_of_physician_su
https:// specialtydocs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/2019_update_-_the_complexities_of_physician_su
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2013.02.006
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2013.02.006
http://doi.org/10.7326/M20-7381
http://doi.org/10.1177/ 2150 1319 2 2 1 125471
http://doi.org/10.1177/ 2150 1319 2 2 1 125471
http://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.5105
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2021.106856
http://doi.org/10.1186/1476-072X-3-3
https:// www. hhs.gov/sites/default/files/primary-care-issue-brief.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.22914
http://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2015.1612
http://doi.org/10.1111/ j.1748-0361.2006.00022.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/ j.1748-0361.2006.00022.x
http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0263718
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2023.1154574
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0033-3549(04)50068-7
https:// www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=&SID=994659af422 5 5 9ab44267d5729954544&mc=true&n=pt4
https:// www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=&SID=994659af422 5 5 9ab44267d5729954544&mc=true&n=pt4
https:// www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=&SID=994659af422 5 5 9ab44267d5729954544&mc=true&n=pt4
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2009.06.002
https:// vhi.org/APCD
http://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2024-065938
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-016-0116-z
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-016-0116-z
http://doi.org/10.1370/afm.2854
http://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6773.12736
https:// rpubs.com/djn34/e2sfca
http://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyy004
http://doi.org/10.1136/jech.57.3.186
http://doi.org/10.1038/s43856-022-00183-8
https:// rpubs.com/quarcs-lab/tutorial-spatial-regressio
http://doi.org/10.3122/jabfm.2023.230421R1
https:// www.census.gov/library/stories/2023/03/education-and-racial-disparities-in-health-insurance
https:// www.census.gov/library/stories/2023/03/education-and-racial-disparities-in-health-insurance
https:// www.census.gov/library/stories/2023/03/education-and-racial-disparities-in-health-insurance
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.annepidem.2012.02.005
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.annepidem.2012.02.005
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6773.2012.01444.x
http://doi.org/10.1370/afm.3002
http://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.2961
https:// www.aamc.org/media/63371/download?attachment
https:// www.aamc.org/media/63371/download?attachment


NEIGHBORHOOD DETERMINANTS OF PRIMARY CARE ACCESS

	38.	Marrast LM, Zallman L, Woolhandler S, Bor DH, McCormick D. Minority 
physicians’ role in the care of underserved patients:​ diversifying the physician 
workforce may be key in addressing health disparities. JAMA Intern Med. 
2014;​174(2):​289-291. doi:​10.1001/jamainternmed.2013.12756

	39.	Liaw W, Krist AH, Tong ST, et al. Living in “cold spot” communities is associ-
ated with poor health and health quality. J Am Board Fam Med. 2018;​31(3):​
342-350. doi:​10.3122/jabfm.2018.03.170421

	40.	Hussein M, Diez Roux AV, Field RI. Neighborhood socioeconomic status 
and primary health care:​ usual points of access and temporal trends in 
a major US urban area. J Urban Health. 2016;​93(6):​1027-1045. doi:​10.1007/
s11524-​016-0085-2

	41.	Gaskin DJ, Thorpe RJ Jr, McGinty EE, et al. Disparities in diabetes:​ the nexus 
of race, poverty, and place. Am J Public Health. 2014;​104(11):​2147-2155. doi:​
10.2105/​AJPH.2013.301420

	42.	US Government Accountability Office. Physician workforce:​ locations and types 
of graduate training were largely unchanged, and federal efforts may not be 
sufficient to meet needs. Published May 25, 2017. Accessed Mar 8, 2025. 
https://​www.gao.gov/products/gao-17-411

	43.	Arredondo K, Touchett HN, Khan S, Vincenti M, Watts BV. Current programs 
and incentives to overcome rural physician shortages in the United States:​ 
a narrative review. J Gen Intern Med. 2023;​38(Suppl 3):​916-922. doi:​10.1007/
s11606-023-08122-6

	44.	Pender J, Kuhns M, Yu C, Larson J, Huck S. Linkages between rural commu-
nity capitals and healthcare provision:​ a survey of small rural towns in three 
U.S. regions. US Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service. 
Published Mar 16, 2023. Accessed Mar 9, 2025. https://​www.ers.usda.gov/
publications/pub-details?pubid=106138

	45.	Patel SY, Huskamp HA, Frakt AB, et al. Frequency of indirect billing to Medi-
care for nurse practitioner and physician assistant office visits. Health Aff (Mill-
wood). 2022;​41(6):​805-813. doi:​10.1377/hlthaff.2021.01968

	46.	Tao Z, Cheng Y, Liu J. Hierarchical two-step floating catchment area (2SFCA) 
method:​ measuring the spatial accessibility to hierarchical healthcare facil-
ities in Shenzhen, China. Int J Equity Health. 2020;​19(1):​164. doi:​10.1186/
s12939-​020-01280-7

ANNALS OF FAMILY MEDICINE ✦ WWW.ANNFAMMED.ORG ✦ VOL. 23, NO. 3 ✦ MAY/JUNE 2025

239

http://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2013.12756
http://doi.org/10.3122/jabfm.2018.03.170421
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-016-0085-2
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-016-0085-2
http://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2013.301420
https:// www.gao.gov/products/gao-17-411
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-023-08122-
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-023-08122-
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details?pubid=106138
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details?pubid=106138
http://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2021.01968
http://doi.org/10.1186/s12939-020-01280-7
http://doi.org/10.1186/s12939-020-01280-7

