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From the Editor’s Desk

MEDICAL WORKFORCE 
EXPANSION — UNCERTAIN TIMES

Recently we have witnessed a substantial 
increase in Australian medical schools, and the 
number of Australian medical graduates is set 
to double by 2012. In this, we are not alone.

Over the past decade, medical education 
capacity in the United Kingdom has increased 
by 50% and is projected to increase even 
further. In the United States, there are calls for 
an immediate expansion of medical graduates 
by 30%.* The pressures for increasing doctor 
numbers are the same: to meet the health 
needs of an ageing population, to manage 
the increased burden of chronic disorders, 
and to end the unethical practice of importing 
doctors from developing nations.

It is expected that this growth in doctor 
numbers will benefit society through better 
outcomes in quality of care and more efficient 
and accessible health systems — but this is 
not a certainty. Experts have suggested that an 
increase in doctor numbers will not necessarily 
be cost-effective or produce better patient 
outcomes, especially if current forces continue 
to influence the choice of specialisation and 
the geographical distribution of practices.*†

Furthermore, there will be a change in 
the health care skill mix, with an increase in 
non-doctor clinicians. Uncertainty remains 
as to whether these practitioners will be 
complementary to, or competitors of, medical 
practitioners.

Political forces largely guide changes in 
the medical workforce when responding to 
community disquiet, either to generate more 
health care-related activity or to control public 
expenditure. These changes are too often 
attended by uncertainty and risk, occurring 
largely, as they do, in a vacuum of evidence 
and vagueness of costing.

If there is one thing that characterises 
modern medicine, it is the uncertainty of daily 
practice. However, the uncertainties associated 
with medical workforce expansion are likely to 
cause further anxiety.

Martin B Van Der Weyden

*Weiner JP. Expanding the US medical workforce: global 
perspectives and parallels. BMJ 2007; 335: 236-238.
†Goodman DC. Expanding the medical workforce 
[editorial]. BMJ 2007; 335: 218-219.

June MJA BookClub Winners
Congratulations to: Dr Danny Jones, Colac, Vic; Dr James Stoney, East Melbourne; Dr Willem 
Vogel, Coolum, NSW; Dr Hayley Edmunds, Wahroonga, NSW; Dr Adam O’Brien, Ringwood 

North. Each have won a copy of Blood and guts: a short history of medicine. The winners were 
drawn by Marie-Ann Constantin, AMPCo’s Account Manager. Thanks to everyone who 
purchased books from the June MJA BookClub and went into the draw. To see this month’s 

MJA BookClub’s great offers, see page 177 and the inside back cover of this issue.




