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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

MINUTECLINICS IMPROVE  HEALTH CARE ACCESS IN BALTIMORE COUNTY

MinuteClinics, quick alternatives to a doctor’s office or hospital emergency room visits, have opened in Target stores in the Baltimore metropolitan area.   These providers of care for minor ailments, such as ear and sinus infections, flu, poison ivy, etc. have already opened in Towson, Cockeysville and Pikesville.   They are slated to open in Aberdeen, Bel Air, Ellicott City, Glen Burnie and Laurel.

These clinics, which have operated successfully for four years in Minnesota Target stores, provide affordable alternatives to doctor and hospital emergency room visits for the insured and the uninsured.   A typical visit is 15 minutes and costs under $50.   Certainly, this compares favorably with long waits in emergency rooms at a cost of at least $250.

MinuteClinics, where no appointments are necessary, are not substitutes for family doctors.   Rather, they provide convenient, easily accessible and affordable medical care for common ailments.  Patients who have complex conditions are referred to their family care provider and are not charged for the visit.  It should be noted that while Medicaid and most insurance plans cover MinuteClinic treatment, no prior approval from insurers is necessary.   

Staffed by nurse practitioners with a doctor on call, these mini medical offices, also administer flu shots and various vaccines, such as tetanus and diphtheria.   Nurse practitioners hold a master’s degree and are certified to diagnose and prescribe medication.  

MinuteClinics, once envisioned as places on which uninsured people would rely for medical care, report that approximately nine out of ten patients pay with insurance, according to Linda Hall Whitman, PhD, the company’s CEO.   Timothy Komoto, MD and past president of the Minnesota Academy of Family Physicians, states, “We, as a society, want the quick fix.   We want it now.   These facilities are filling that perceived need.”

The American Medical Association (AMA) policy on physician extenders, such as the MinuteClinic, is that they should work in collaboration with doctors, under their supervision.   MinuteClinics meet that standard.   At the conclusion of each patient visit, the software program generates educational material, an invoice and a prescription for the patient, as well as a diagnostic record that is automatically faxed to the patient’s primary care physician.
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Rebecca Patchin, MD said a physician extender can be an effective “first frontline triage person” using decision-making software developed by doctors.   “There are many situations where a physician is not available on site and good, quality medical care is delivered.”

As the number of working people without health care coverage grows and the cost of coverage soars, MinuteClinics represent one answer to more convenient and less costly care for specific common health problems.   In dispensing treatment, in Minnesota, MinuteClinics have proven they save money for patients, employers and health insurers.   I call that a win-win-win proposition.

Sincerely,

Eric Bromwell
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