
How to choose a  
primary care physician

ssmhealth.com/providers



Why should YOU  
have a PCP?

Preventive care leads to earlier 
treatment and improved outcomes

Better patient-physician 
relationship and transparency of 
entire health history

Enhanced management of  
chronic diseases

Referrals to the best specialists 
when needed

Greater satisfaction of your 
health care

Lower cost of health care and  
decrease in hospital and ER visits 
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A primary care physician (PCP) is good for your health.
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Who qualifies as a primary care physician?

There are 24 specialties in medicine but typically only three qualify as primary care physicians (PCPs). 

Although in some cases an obstetrician/gynecologist can qualify as a PCP, often times only physicians with  

the following specialties are classified as PCPs: 

What kind of physician do I need?

Family practice or general practice: 

A family practitioner is qualified to care for  

the entire family and is well rounded to 

                   treat a little bit of everything. 

Internal medicine: An internist can medically diagnose 

and treat disease, but not perform surgery. 

Pediatrics:  

A pediatrician specializes in the overall  

well-being of children. 
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Why would someone need to change physicians?

Selecting a good primary care physician (PCP) is one of the best things you can do for your health. However, 

some times you may need to change physicians. Some of the more common reasons are because you moved 

out of the area or your insurance company changed. Here are some other reasons it may be time for a change.

You don’t feel comfortable with 
your physician. If you can’t have a candid 

conversation with your physician, it’s time to 

make a change. According to a recent study, 

most patients reported that they could not talk 

openly with their physician. It’s important to have 

a trusting relationship with your primary care 

physician. If you are facing a health crisis, you’ll 

need to rely on him or her to help you make 

important decisions.

You’re not happy with the physician’s 
office. A well run, efficient front office makes a 

difference. If you can’t get an appointment, if the 

staff are not providing adequate customer service, 

if you’re often kept waiting, or if the hours are 

inconvenient, you’re more likely to put off visiting 

your physician. 

Your needs have changed. Just as children 

graduate from their pediatrician’s office, you may 

wish to switch to a different type of physician for 

your general care. Your primary care physician 

does not have to be a general practitioner, and 

in some cases, someone who has a particular 

specialty may be more helpful for your overall care.
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Should I make a change?

Consider these questions if you’re not sure whether or not you  
want to change physicians right now.

�  Do I respect my physician’s approach to medicine?

�  Does my physician make me feel like I am an active participant in my care?

� Does my physician listen?

�  Do I have confidence in his or her skills and experience?

�  If I suddenly became ill today, would I trust my physician to help me handle the crisis?

�  Would my physician be able to communicate well with my family members and give them  
appropriate guidance?

� Does my physician communicate with me in my preferred methods, including by email or online?

If you didn’t answer yes to all of the questions above, it may be time to consider a change.
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Tips for choosing your primary care physician.  

It’s important to research and choose your new physician when 
you’re healthy. Is it time for your yearly physical? Start looking now for a primary 
care physician. In many practices you can book an appointment to meet a physician 
before booking a physical exam. It will be very helpful for you and your physician to 
start your partnership when you’re not facing big challenges, and a baseline exam will 
allow your physician to more easily recognize changes to your health status. 

Here are three steps to help you choose the right physician for you 

1    
Know the difference between types of primary care physicians 

Typically, your primary care physicians will be identified as family practice, internal medicine or  

general practice physicians. Choose the type that works best for you and your family. 

Family practice

 •  Has certification or is board eligible 
in the specialty of family practice 
and has completed specific training  
in family medicine

 •  Treats patients of all genders and 
ages, from birth to the elderly

 •  Treats a wide variety of conditions, 
including those sometimes treated  
by specialists (OB/GYNs, sports 
injuries, pediatrics, etc.)

 •  A family practice physician treats 
the entire family for the majority 
of illnesses and serves as the 
coordinator of health care services  
for patients, providing continuous 
and comprehensive care.

General practice 

 •  Typically refers to “family practice” 
physicians who received training  
before family practice became a 
certifiable specialty with specific 
training requirements

 •  May also include physicians  
who are osteopaths (DOs)

 •  Less likely to have  
board certifications
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Tips for choosing your primary care physician.  
(continued)

1    
Know the difference between types of primary care physicians (continued)

Internal medicine 

 •  Has certification or is board eligible 
in the specialty of internal medicine, 
and has completed specific training 
in internal medicine.

 •  Focuses on prevention, diagnosis 
and treatment of illness in adults.

 •  Treats a wide variety of general 
and chronic conditions, but does 
not typically treat serious injuries 
or diseases that may require 
specialized care (sports injuries, 
childbirth, etc.).

 •  Helps patients manage chronic 
diseases, such as diabetes,  
arthritis, digestive disorders  
and heart disease.

Pediatrician 

 •  Most pediatricians treat children  
from birth until 18 years of age, or  
in some cases until a child  
graduates from college. 

 •  Pediatricians are board certified  
or board eligible and can have  
sub-specialties such as surgery  
or pediatric cardiology.

2    
List your needs

 •  Do you want your physician’s office to be near your home or work?

 • Do you prefer a male or female physician?

 •  Do you prefer that your physician’s office staff be versed in a particular language?

 •  What’s the most convenient time of day for appointments?

 •  Do you have a medical condition that requires a specialist? 

 • Do you need to find a physician who has weekend and evening appointments? 
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Tips for choosing your primary care physician.
(continued)

3    
Narrow your choices

 •  Visit ssmhealth.com/providers and create a list of potential PCPs.

 •  Make sure they participate in your medical plan and are accepting new patients.

 •  Schedule an introductory appointment.

Is it time for your yearly physical?  
Start looking now for a primary care physician.
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Asking the right questions.

Making your initial appointment

Once your choices are narrowed down, it’s time to make the call and schedule your introductory appointment. 

Use the following checklist of questions to help ensure that your choice will be a good match for your needs.

Checklist of questions to ask a primary care physician

� How quickly do patients get an appointment? 

� Are same-day appointments available? 

� Can you email them?

� How quickly can they return phone calls? 

� What are the office hours, and how are emergencies handled? 

� Is there a way to get simple questions answered without an office visit?

� Are vaccines, labs and simple diagnostic tests done in the office?

� Do the physicians in the practice have privileges at my preferred hospital? 

� Has the physician ever had hospital privileges suspended or revoked? 

� Where are routine X-rays and laboratory studies performed? 

� What’s the approach for urgent, non-emergency needs after hours? 

� Does the office offer electronic access to my medical records?
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Meeting your new physician.

Your introductory visit to the physician’s office

What to look for during your initial appointment:

 • Are the staff attentive and organized?

 • Are phones answered in a reasonable amount of time?

 • Is the waiting room clean?

 • Is the waiting room full of people?

 • Do you have to wait more than 15 minutes for your introductory appointment?

General Medical Disclaimer. 

The information provided in this guide (“content”) is for informational purposes only. The content is not a 
substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis or treatment. All patient care decisions will be exclusively 
your responsibility. Reliance on any information provided herein is solely at your own risk. Always seek the 
advice of your physician or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have regarding a medical 
condition. The content is provided on an “as is” basis.

Visit ssmhealth.com/providers 
to make an appointment with a 
primary care provider.
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ENGLISH: SSM Health provides free language assistance services to help you communicate with us in your preferred language for health care. Ask 
your health care professional or visit ssmhealth.com. 

Español: SSM Health proporciona servicios de asistencia de idiomas para ayudarle a comunicarse con nosotros en su idioma preferido para obtener 
atención médica. Pregúntele a su profesional de atención médica o visite ssmhealth.com.  

简体中文：SSM Health 提供免费语言协助服务，帮助您以母语与我们沟通健康护理。请咨询您的健康护理专员，或者访问 ssmhealth.com。  

Tiếng Việt: SSM Health cung cấp dịch vụ hỗ trợ ngôn ngữ miễn phí để giúp bạn giao tiếp với chúng tôi bằng ngôn ngữ ưu tiên của bạn về việc chăm sóc 
sức khỏe. Hãy hỏi chuyên gia chăm sóc sức khỏe của bạn hoặc truy cập trang ssmhealth.com.  

POLSKI: SSM Health zapewnia bezpłatne usługi tłumaczeniowe, aby ułatwić komunikację w preferowanym języku w celu uzyskania opieki zdrowotnej.  
W celu uzyskania dodatkowych informacji należy zwrócić się do lekarza lub odwiedzić stronę ssmhealth.com.  

DEUTSCH: SSM Health stellt unentgeltliche Sprachassistenzdienste bereit, damit Sie mit uns im Rahmen Ihrer medizinischen Versorgung in Ihrer 
bevorzugten Sprache kommunizieren können. Wenden Sie sich an das Personal oder besuchen Sie ssmhealth.com.  

한국어: SSM Health 에서는 무료 언어 지원 서비스를 제공하여 건강 관리에 대해 원하시는 언어로 의사소통하실 수 있도록 도와드립니다. 의료 전문가에게 
문의하시거나 ssmhealth.com을 방문하십시오.  

HMOOB (NPE HOM LUS HAIS): Lub chaw kuaj mob SSM Health muaj kev pab txhais lus pub dawb rau koj raws li hom lus koj nyiam hais thaum sib tham 
txog kev saib xyuas mob nkeeg nrog peb. Nug koj tus kws khomob lossis mus saib ntawm ssmhealth.com.  

 بك الخاص الصحية الرعاية أخصائي اسأل .الصحية الرعاية على حصولك أثناء تفضلها التي باللغة معنا التواصل على لمساعدتك المجانية اللغوية المساعدة خدمات الصحية للرعاية SSM Health نظام يوفر :العربية
  .ssmhealth.com الإلكتروني الموقع بزيارة قم أو

РУССКИЙ: SSM Health предоставляет бесплатные услуги языкового сопровождения, чтобы помочь Вам общаться на предпочитаемом языке 
для получения медицинских услуг. Обратитесь к медработнику или посетите веб-сайт ssmhealth.com.  

HRVATSKI: SSM Health Vam pruža besplatnu jezičnu podršku kako biste mogli komunicirati s nama na jeziku koji Vam je bliskiji kad se radi o zdravstvenoj 
skrbi. Upitajte svog zdravstvenog djelatnika ili posjetite ssmhealth.com.  

TAGALOG: Nagbibigay ang SSM Health ng mga libreng serbisyo ng tulong para sa wika upang matulungan kayong makipag-ugnayan sa amin para sa 
pangangalagang pangkalusugan sa inyong ginagamit na wika. Magtanong sa inyong propesyunal sa pangangalagang pangkalusugan o bumisita sa 
ssmhealth.com.  

Français: SSM Health propose des services d’assistance linguistique gratuits pour vous aider à communiquer avec nous dans votre langue préférée dans le 
cadre de vos soins de santé. Demandez à votre professionnel de santé ou visitez le site ssmhealth.com.  

Pennsylvaanisch Deitsch SSM Health gebt Schprooch Helfe Services mitaus Koscht um dich zu helfe mit Schwetze mit uns in dei Schprooch fer Health Care. 
Froog dei Health Care Professional odder bsuch mol ssmhealth.com.  

ગજુરાતી SSM Health, આરોગ્ય સભંાળ માટે તમારી પસદંગીની ભાષામા ંઅમારી સાથે વાતચિત કરવામા ંમદદ કરવા માટે નન:શલુ્ક ભાષા સહાય સેવાઓ પરૂી પાડે છે. તમારા 
આરોગ્ય સભંાળ વ્યવસાયીને પછૂો અથવા ssmhealth.com ની મલુાકાત લો.  

ह िंदी: SSM Health, स्वास््य सेवा देखभाल के ललए आपकी पसिंदीदा भाषा में  मसे सिंचार करने के ललए ननिःशुल्क भाषा स ायता सेवाए ँप्रदान करता  ै। स्वास््य सेवा देखभाल प्रदान 
करने वाले पेशेवर से पछूें  या ssmhealth.com पर जाएँ।  
 
Non-Discrimination Statement: SSM Health complies with applicable federal civil rights laws and does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, 
disability, sex, gender identity and expression, or sexual orientation. SSM Health provides free aids and services to people with disabilities to communicate effectively with us, 
such as qualified sign language interpreters and written information in other formats (large print, audio, accessible electronic formats, and other formats). SSM Health  provides 
free language services to people whose preferred language is not English, such as qualified interpreters and information written in other languages. If you need these services, 
contact your health care professional.  
 
If you believe that SSM Health has failed to provide these services or discriminated in another way on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, sex, gender identity 
and expression, or sexual orientation, you can file a grievance. If you need help filing a grievance, the SSM Health 24-hour equal rights helpline is available to help you. You 
can file a grievance in person or by mail, email, or website: 

Scott Didion, System Director, SSM Health Corporate Responsibility, 10101 Woodfield Lane, St. Louis, MO 63132 
Phone: 844-719-2850                                          e-mail: EqualRights.Coordinator@ssmhealth.com  Website: SSM.EqualRights.EthicsPoint.com 
 

You can also file a civil rights complaint with the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office for Civil Rights, electronically through the Office for Civil Rights 
Complaint Portal, available at https://ocrportal.hhs.gov/ocr/portal/lobby.jsf or by mail or phone at: 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 200 Independence Avenue, SW, Room 509F, HHH Building, Washington, D.C. 20201  1-800-368-1019, 800-537-7697 (TDD) 
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