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We read with great interest the publication of Samia Hurst,
which focusses on the important issue of an increasing
shortage and maldistribution of primary care physicians,
and in particular rural doctors, in many countries. The topic
is discussed both in a regional and in a global context, in-
viting the reader to see the bigger picture. Giving compre-
hensible reasons, the author emphasises the special duty
of medical schools to maintain and promote medical stu-
dents’ interest in primary care and rural practice, as well as
to avoid eroding these interests by providing a curriculum
predominantly based on teaching hospital experience and
role models [1].
There is just one note that we would like to add regarding
this interesting topic and the excellent paper of Samia
Hurst: Although the article has a rather global focus, we
would have liked a greater recognition of the already exist-
ing efforts at many medical schools, especially in German-
speaking regions. In Germany, the academic institutional-
isation of general practice steadily progressed during recent
years, although there are still faculties without a corres-
ponding institute or chair [2]. A partial revision of the con-
tents of the German undergraduate medical education cur-
riculum in 2012 led to a strengthened academic presence of
general practice by integrating prolonged compulsory and
optional clerkships [3]. A recent report describing German
and international university initiatives (including Switzer-
land) for the recruitment of primary care physicians re-
vealed that at many medical schools specific curricular in-
novations have been established. All those initiatives have
the common objectives to attract and recruit young phys-
icians to rural practice, to enhance the image of gener-
al practice, to expand the community-based undergradu-
ate curriculum, and to make students more proficient in
primary care [2]. These intentions are in line with the sug-
gestions made by Samia Hurst.
Our department in particular has addressed general practice
recruitment problems for many years by developing and
implementing various courses and electives, as well as by
performing research related to that topic. We collaborate
with a growing network of currently more than 100 spe-

cifically qualified GPs who teach the students based on a
one-to-one approach in their offices [4]. Almost 40% of
these associated GP offices are situated in small-town and
rural areas. In a recent graduate survey, 33.4% of the par-
ticipants stated that they had gathered experience in a rural
area during their medical studies [5]. Those students more
frequently preferred subsequent work in a rural or small-
town area after graduation (39.1% vs 20.3%, p <0.001 [chi-
squared test]), although it should be mentioned that this
effect is biased to some extend by the students’ region-
al background. A recent analysis of the students’ evalu-
ations of the “Blockpraktikum Allgemeinmedizin” (man-
datory general practice clerkship during the 8th of 12
semesters) in the years 2004 to 2012 revealed that those
who completed the clerkship in a rural area were signific-
antly more satisfied with the content and the quality of the
clerkship, and felt more motivated by their role model to
become a GP (4.0 vs 4.8 on a 10-point Likert scale from 1
= “absolutely” to 10 = “not at all”, p = 0.001 [U Test]). In
earlier studies we showed that a community-based general
practice elective early in undergraduate medical education
positively influenced students’ consideration of a career in
general practice as well as their perceptions regarding a
general practitioner’s profession [6].
Although career choice is a multifactorial process with
many factors beyond the medical schools’ sphere of influ-
ence [7], the importance of the undergraduate curriculum
should not be underestimated. In future, more evidence on
the effects of the medical school curriculum is needed. Fur-
ther efforts to realize the establishment of general practice
chairs at every medical faculty, and to support their work
in teaching and research, appears to be desirable and neces-
sary.
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