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Introduction

Throughout the pandemic, the resilience, dedication, and heroism of primary care professionals 

across the nation was put on full display. But even before the pandemic reshaped the healthcare 

landscape, there has been a growing consensus around the idea that primary care can and should 

play a more central role in U.S. healthcare. 

But while primary care is being recognized as a key lever in providing a better patient experience, 

improving health outcomes, and delivering care at a lower cost, many primary care physicians are 

being driven to serious burnout and experiencing unsustainable pressures. 

What’s driving these burdens? The vast majority of primary care clinicians are trying to do right by 

their patients but are navigating the transition to quality programs, oftentimes without the right 

tools and supportive technology, and it's affecting both the financial success of practices and the 

quality of life of clinicians.

In this ebook, we’ll try to unpack the broken economics surrounding primary care that are

contributing to these challenges. We’ll also explain why we believe another system is possible:

A healthcare system where primary care clinicians can take the driver's seat in making healthcare 

sustainable again. Where we can advance the craft of medicine and transition of payment models 

while staying true to what’s most important about medicine: the patient-physician relationship. 
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The Broken Economics of Primary Care

The healthcare landscape is in many ways still oriented toward fee-for-service models that favor 

subspecialization and the byzantine payment and incentive structures created by and for insurance 

companies. This environment, though changing due to the transition to value-based care, means 

that healthcare delivery is often billing-driven rather than care-driven. In response, primary care is 

reinventing itself all over the nation, whether innovating through new payment models like Direct 

Primary Care (DPC) or through innovative primary care groups that emphasize the role of 

primary care. 

Much of the technology that primary care physicians use is adapted to this fee-for-service logic –  

designed for the convenience of insurance companies and billing departments – instead of patients 

and physicians. On top of that physicians have to deal with clunky antiquated interfaces that get in 

the way of the patient-physician relationship and make documentation an enormous burden. 

https://www.elationhealth.com/direct-care/
https://www.elationhealth.com/care-groups/
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As Sara Pastoor, MD, MHA, FAAFP, Director of Primary Care Advancement at Elation Health 

recently shared: 

“Too many family physicians across the U.S. are burned out, trapped in traditional, legacy technology built 

around coding and billing, entirely unprepared for a value-based, patient-relationship, collabora-tive-care 

future. With primary care physicians spending an extra 1-2 hours doing “paperwork” for every 1 hour of 

face to face patient care, it is no surprise EHRs that have promised greater efficiency and better health 

outcomes have failed to deliver on either one.”

Elation co-founders and siblings Kyna and Conan Fong noticed some of these issues while working 

at their father’s independent primary care practice: “When my brother and I set out to build Elation, 

we saw EHRs turning physicians into data entry clerks – taking precious time away from patients and 

focusing it instead on checkboxes and dropdowns,” as Kyna recently recounted. 

“How can physicians establish trust with patients if they can’t spend enough time with them? How can

a physician really engage with a patient if there’s a timer running in the background? How dowe avoid 

burnout if the physician has to do 2 hours of documentation for every 1 hour of direct patient care?

The thing that makes independent primary care so valuable — the relationship — is also what makes it  

https://www.elationhealth.com/elation-health-chosen-for-innovation-lab-to-reduce-burdens-for-family-physicians/
https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/10.7326/M16-0961?articleid=2546704


Independent Primary Care Is the Key
To Sustainable Healthcare

Bringing primary care back to the forefront could be key toward addressing systemic issues within 

our healthcare system to build one that is more sustainable. There is broad and growing 

recognition that primary care can and should play a more central role in U.S. healthcare. But this 

will require rethinking the processes and metrics that have come to dominate primary care and 

instituting changes that place more emphasis on the patient-physician relationship.

A report from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM) published 

last May concluded that primary care is the only medical discipline where a greater supply produces 

improvements in population health, longer lives, and greater health equity. 

Despite this, the U.S. invests very little in primary care: in the U.S., primary care accounts for greater 

than 55% of all office visits – approximately 500 million of 900 million annual visits - and yet, our  
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vulnerable in a pay-for-volume system where primary care is under-resourced,” Kyna explained in an 

interview with Authority Magazine as part of an interview series called “5 Things We Must Do 

To Improve the US Healthcare System.”

https://medium.com/authority-magazine/kyna-fong-of-elation-health-5-things-we-must-do-to-improve-the-us-healthcare-system-45f24ab496dc
https://hbr.org/2020/03/the-problem-with-u-s-health-care-isnt-a-shortage-of-doctors
https://www.nationalacademies.org/our-work/implementing-high-quality-primary-care#sectionPublications
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financial investment in primary care accounts for less than 5% of our overall health care spend.

The case for controlling costs is clear: for every $1 invested in primary care, at least $13 is saved in 

downstream costs. It’s clear that the healthcare crisis in the U.S. cannot be solved without a strong 

foundation in primary care.

Primary care is the lifeblood of our healthcare system because primary care physicians get to know 

a patient over time, building a sustainable relationship. This helps prevent health problems before 

they become serious and creates a partner to help manage bigger problems if they arise. This is 

where the independent primary care physician thrives, but in our current healthcare system, this 

relationship is under attack and has been undermined for a long time.

Despite all the hurdles, independent practices across the country are going against the current, 

thriving, charting the future of healthcare. While there is no magic formula, we’ve documented the 

stories of independent primary care physicians on our blog, The Practice, where physicians have 

shared tools and tips while in pursuit of the freedom of independent practice and the delivery of 

high-quality personalized care for their patients.

And within the primary care ecosystem, independent practices are uniquely situated to provide 

value to their patients. Farzad Mostashari, MD, writing in the Annals of Family Medicine, cites 

research suggesting “that small, physician-owned practices …have lower average cost per patient, fewer 

preventable hospital admissions, and lower readmission rates than larger, independent- and hospital-owned 

practices.” Independent practices realize all of these benefits, while also providing personal attention 

and responsiveness to their patients. Since value-based care is focused on patients and the quality 

of care provided to those patients, independent physicians are poised to deliver on the type of care 

required to succeed in the value-based world. 

One thing that countless clinicians have shared

with us is that technology matters. 

https://www.elationhealth.com/the-practice/page/3/
http://www.annfammed.org/content/14/1/5.full


How Can Technology Empower Sustainable 
Primary Care?

As we discussed earlier, technology can be a huge barrier for the delivery of high-quality primary 

care but the right technology – technology purpose-built for physicians that supports and doesn’t 

block the patient relationship – creates delight rather than anguish.

Naturally, after countless hours building a platform for their dad’s practice and shadowing other 

physicians, Elation co-founders, Kyna and Conan Fong came to the conclusion that EHRs need to be 

designed with the clinician in mind. They were surprised to find that no other EHR was primary care 

specific and had adopted this clinical-first approach. That’s when they decided to build Elation’s 

innovative platform.

Beyond a more intuitive user experience and design, Kyna and Conan found that clinical-first also 

meant rethinking everything about the technology clinicians use, from providing customer support 
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to having the tools to help these practices evolve to meet the needs of value-based care more 

efficiently.

Clinical-first also means understanding the needs of primary care. Primary care is by nature collaborative 

because patients are cared for collaboratively, not by individuals. And data can't be siloed. In fact, 

connecting all the data you need to the point of care is a huge driver of care quality. In designing 

for primary care from the start, Elation's EHR technology had to be open and connected. Connected 

to other clinicians, health data networks, and value-based care leaders.

It didn’t take long for others to start to notice that this clinical-first approach to designing technology 

for primary care actually works. As Steven Waldren, MD, MS, AAFP vice president and chief medical 

informatics officer recently explained in an announcement to collaborate with Elation for AAFP’s 

Innovation Lab: “When we discovered that Elation users were actually delighted with their EHR — high 

praise about an EHR from physicians — we knew we’d found an ideal collaborator for the next phase of 

our Innovation Lab efforts.”

Here is what primary care physicians shared about their experience while using Elation Health:

“Elation has cut my charting time by 70%. Everything is so efficient and intuitive. Less charting time 

means more time with patients.” - Dr. Lisa Davidson, Denver, CO

“Elation clearly understands how physicians process information and document patient encounters. 

After struggling through other EMRs, Elation is like a breath of fresh air.” - Dr. Alicia Cunningham, 

Burlington, VT 

“Almost immediately after going live, my and my staff’s productivity increased markedly, and we 

continue to be able to handle our very complex medical practice with fewer staff and more good 

vibes than before.” - Dr. Paul Abramson, San Francisco, CA 
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https://c212.net/c/link/?t=0&l=en&o=3326479-1&h=115982858&u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.aafp.org%2Ffamily-physician%2Fpractice-and-career%2Fmanaging-your-practice%2Fhealth-it%2Finnovation-lab.html&a=Innovation+Lab


CLINICAL-FIRST | New customers start charting right away, and our team is online 24 hours a day, 

7 days a week to respond to issues and help you succeed on Elation.

STATUS QUO | Long, expensive implementation projects, and do-it-yourself requirements to learn 

complicated software.

CLINICAL-FIRST | Our agreement is transparent and open. There are no hidden fees, you own your 

data, and you’ll only be our customer as long as we’re delivering on our promises to you.

STATUS QUO |Legacy contracts riddled with cancellation penalties, hidden costs, liability waivers, 

upgrade fees.

CLINICAL-FIRST | Elation practices earn full incentives in value-based programs without any 

increase in hours worked. We take the burden of compliance so you can focus on patients.

STATUS QUO |74% of independent medical practices say they struggle financially, and that 

value-based programs are making it worse.

The Clinical-first Philosophy in Action

10



Primary care is the heart of a sustainable healthcare system and we will be in a much better place 

when primary care owns its powerful role in healthcare. In the meantime, clinicians, patients, and 

their partners need to come together to provide a louder voice for the importance of independent 

practices and high quality primary care. Because we believe that your practice should be meaning-

ful, sustainable, and rewarding and that your joy in medicine matters. 

We hope to continue building technology that can support the success of independent primary 

care. Tools that give you back coveted time to spend with family and friends. That allows you to 

both improve outcomes and demonstrate quality to get the payment and recognition you deserve. 

And above all a platform that allows you to focus on the craft of helping your patients. 

Conclusion
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Additional Resources

Elation Health Blogs:

Elation Health’s blogs regularly publish independent practice-focused content that can help 

you stay on top of today’s healthcare landscape so that you have more time for your patients. 

Posts are written by healthcare experts and cover a wide variety of topics including policy 

news, primary care research and trends, and resources for alternative practice models. Save 

time and energy by getting relevant and timely posts like these when you subscribe:

• Telehealth and the patient-physician relationship

• Tips for retaining patients at your independent practice

• Everything new independent practices need to know in terms of health policy

Elation’s Resource Center:

Elation Health’s resource center was built as a one-stop shop for finding all the most relevant 

information for independent physicians from HIPAA compliance to a guide on starting a direct 

primary care practice. We recently updated our resource center to reflect new and emerging 

topics relevant to the way independent physicians deliver care.
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https://www.elationhealth.com/blog/
https://www.elationhealth.com/blog/independent-primary-care-blog/telehealth-and-the-patient-physician-relationship/
https://www.elationhealth.com/blog/independent-primary-care-blog/tips-for-retaining-patients/
https://www.elationhealth.com/blog/starting-a-new-practice-blog/everything-new-independent-practices-need-to-know-in-terms-of-health-policy/
https://www.elationhealth.com/resources/
https://www.elationhealth.com/blog/independent-primary-care-blog/starting-a-direct-primary-care-practice/
https://www.elationhealth.com/blog/independent-primary-care-blog/starting-a-direct-primary-care-practice/


About Elation

Elation Health is the most trusted technology platform for independent primary care. 

Since 2010, the company has delivered clinical-first solutions — built on an award-winning 

collaborative EHR platform — that helps practices start, grow, communicate, and 

succeed in delivering the highest-quality personalized care to patients. Elation Health is 

empowering primary care providers to uphold the craft of medicine, while thriving in an 

evolving healthcare landscape. Today, Elation Health serves 20,000 clinicians caring for 

10M+ Americans. 

Learn more at elationhealth.com, LinkedIn, and Twitter.

elationhealth.com
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https://www.elationhealth.com/
https://www.elationhealth.com/
https://c212.net/c/link/?t=0&l=en&o=3430872-1&h=1747800769&u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Fcompany%2Felationhealth%2F&a=LinkedIn
https://c212.net/c/link/?t=0&l=en&o=3430872-1&h=1314832839&u=https%3A%2F%2Ftwitter.com%2FElationHealth&a=Twitter



