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Abstract

Kupat Holim Clalit (KHC) is Israel's largest health maintenance organization, with over three
million members. Approximately 95% of the members receive their primary care in community
clinics while approximately 5% receive their primary care in the private office of an
“independent physician”.

This paper analyzes how the independent physician (IP) program began and how it has grown

within an organization with a strong historical and ideological commitment to clinic care. It is
based, primarily, on in-depth interviews of senior managers in KHC headquarters and regional
offices and of approximately twenty physicians, nurses, clinic secretaries and patients in the

Jerusalem region. In addition, use was made of computerized KHC membership files and relevant
KHC documents and publications.

The paper first describes the principal differences between the two methods. Next, it describes
the organizational context leading to the initiation of the program, namely, the acute shortage of
physicians within KHC and the increased competition from other sick funds. The paper then
addresses the factors behind the program's consequent growth. It argues that the reasons for the
growth are not identical to the reasons for its development at the outset. The IP program became
an institutional vehicle for the satisfaction of various interests and needs quite apart from the
issues which played a part in its creation. While consumer demand for a form of care similar to
that available in the smaller sick funds remained a prime force behind the growth of the IP
program, several other factors played a major role. Physicians were eager to participate because
the program offered them large financial rewards and professional satisfaction. KHC
management responded to these demands from consumers and physicians and developed the
program in a manner which enhances management flexibility.

The growth of the IP program has been accompanied by various concerns over equity and quality.
In addition, several new concerns have emerged: the program’s cost and its effect on relations
between provider and unions. There are some indications that cost has played a major role in
slowing the growth of the IP program, and it is conceivable that other factors including
institutional inertia, may have played a similar role, albeit to a lesser extent.

The paper concludes by describing recent developments in the organization of primary services in
KHC and the possibility of developing intermediate models which adopt elements from both the
clinic model and the IP program.
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