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Sociology of Healthcare 
The Demographic Characteristics of Physicians 

 
 

Several of the readings and lectures have examined the demographic and social characteristics 
of workers in the health care system and the professionalization of medicine in the United 
States.  This assignment will provide you with the opportunity to look at the demographic 
characteristics of physicians and to explore how the income distribution of physicians compares 
to the general population.  There are two separate components of this exercise included in this 
assignment:  (1) a comparison of the demographic characteristics of physicians to the general 
population, (2) an analysis of the changing demographic characteristics of physicians from 1990 
to 2000.  You are required to do both sections. 
 
This exercise will provide you with the opportunity to work with WebCHIP, a special web-based 
data analysis tool that will enable you to engage in primary data analysis using U.S. Census data.  
In so doing, you will gain experience preparing tables and analyzing and interpreting some of 
the health care data from the 1990 and 2000 United States censuses. 
 
Learning Objectives 
 
Skill 
After using this module, students will gain skills in: 

• Using software to access and analyze census data 

• Identifying independent and dependent variables 

• Quantitative writing 

• Learning how to construct, read, and interpret bivariate tables displaying frequencies 
and percentages 

• Creating visual tools representing quantitative data in the form of charts or graphs 

• Identifying population trends over time 

• Using real world data to enhance and support key course concepts 
 
These three exercises will be evaluated on: 

1. Accuracy of your results (correct data). 
2. Inclusion of WebCHIP output and required tables. 
3. Clear presentation of data in tabular format. 
4. Critical analysis and review of findings. 
5. Integration of the course readings and class lectures. 
6. Presentation including organization, grammar, spelling, etc. 
7. Correct use of references and inclusion of a bibliography. 
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For each exercise be sure to hand in the WebCHIP tables you have been instructed to print off.  
Also be sure to hand in the tables you have been asked to construct for Part I and Part II of the 
assignment. 
 
Please note:  You may work together (and help one another) as you prepare this assignment, 
but everything you hand in must be your own.  This applies to the output from the computer 
as well as to the tables that you prepare.   
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Part I.  Compare the demographic characteristics of full-time physicians ages 25-64 to full-
time workers ages 25-64 in 2000 to the United States.   

1. Go to:  http://www.ssdan.net/datacounts/data 

2. Click “Browse by year and dataset name” 

3. Select “cen2000” from the options in the drop-down box and click on the button 
“submit.”   

4. Highlight “doctors2k.dat” in the drop-down box and click on the button “submit.” 

5. You can also click here to open the dataset in WebCHIP. 

6. After you have accessed the data following the instructions outlined above, use the 
Marginals function to provide you with the distribution of full-time, year-round 
physicians aged 25-64 in 2000 according to race, gender, age and earnings (the income 
data are from 1999).  Print off this page to carefully examine it (and include it with 
your assignment). 

7. Now go back to the “Browse Data” page (You can either start from scratch and return to 
step #2, or click “back” on your browser page.) 

8. This time, highlight “custom” from the dropdown box and click on the button “submit.” 

9. Highlight “ocedin2k.dat” and click on the button “submit.” 

10. You can also click here to open the dataset in WebCHIP. 

11. After you have accessed the data following the instructions outlined above use the 
Marginals function to provide you with the distribution of full-time, year-round workers 
aged 25-64 in 2000 according to race, gender, age and earnings.  Print off this page to 
carefully examine it (and include it with your assignment). 

12. Make a table (as shown below) comparing the demographic characteristics of full-time 
physicians ages 25-64 to full-time workers.  You may use the template below to guide 
you in preparing your table.  Both the pages you have printed off will provide you with 
the data for this table.  Be sure to include this table that you have prepared with your 
exercise. 
 

The Demographic Characteristics of Full-time Physicians Ages 25-64 
Compared to Full-time Workers, 2000 

 Race/Ethnicity Gender  
 % % % % % % % % % 
 NLWhite Black   Asian   Latino  AmIndian NLOther   NLMulti   Male Female 
 
Physicians xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x 
FT Workers xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x N/A N/A xx.x xx.x 
 
Source:  United States Census, 2000 
(xx.x=percentage) 
N/A=Not Available. 

http://www.ssdan.net/datacounts/data�
http://www.ssdan.net/cgi-bin/datacounts/webchipchoice.cgi?webchip=datasets/pc/cen2000/doctors2k.dat�
http://www.ssdan.net/cgi-bin/datacounts/webchipchoice.cgi?webchip=datasets/pc/custom/ocedin2k.dat�
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NOTE:  The Census treats race and ethnicity separately.  The racial categories used in the 
Census are frequently broken down into 5 broad categories:  White, Black, Asian/Pacific 
Islander, American Indian or Other.  Respondents also have the option to identity whether they 
are Latino (this is considered the question on ethnicity).  The categories of race/ethnicity used 
in WebCHIP’s census files include:  NLWhite (Non-Latino White), Black, Asian, Latino, AmIndian 
(American Indian), NLOther (Non-Latino Other), NLMulti (Non-Latino Multiracial).   
 

13. Make a table (as shown below) comparing the income distribution of full-time 
physicians ages 25-64 to full-time workers.  You will need to sum together different 
categories to come up with these ranges.  Be sure to include this table that you have 
prepared with your exercise.   

 
 Note:  You may group together the income categories using the WebCHIP tools (as shown 

in class) or you may add these categories together yourself. 
 

1999 Income Distribution of Physicians vs. Fulltime Workers 
 

 <$70,000 $70,000 to $100,000 $100,000 and above 
Physicians xx.x% xx.x% xx.x% 
Full-Time Workers xx.x% xx.x% xx.x% 
Source: 2000 Census 
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Part II.  Compare the demographic characteristics of full-time physicians ages 25-64 in the 
United States in 1990 to 2000. 
 

1. Go to:  http://www.ssdan.net/datacounts/data 

2. Click “Browse by year and dataset name”  

3. Select “cen1990” from the options in the drop-down box and click on the button 
“submit.”   

4. Highlight “doctors9.dat” in the drop-down box and click on the button “submit.” 

5. You can also click here to open the dataset in WebCHIP. 

6. After you have accessed the data following the instructions outlined above, use the 
Marginals function to see how the distribution of full-time, year-round physicians aged 
25-64 varied according to race, gender, age and earnings in 1990.  (The income data 
actually refer to 1989.)  Print off this page to carefully examine it (and include this 
table with your assignment. 

7. You already have the table for the demographic characteristics of full-time physicians 
ages 25-64 in 2000 from Part I of this assignment.  Be sure to provide a copy of that 
page with your assignment (or go back and do steps #1-#6 in Part I of this assignment).   

8. Make a table comparing the demographic characteristics (race/ethnicity and gender) of 
full-time physicians ages 25-64 in 1990 to 2000.  You may use the following template to 
guide you in preparing your table.  Be sure to include this table with your findings. 

 
The Demographic Characteristics of Full-time Physicians Ages 25-64, 1990 and 2000 

 Race/Ethnicity Gender  
 % % % % % % % % % 
 NLWhite Black   Asian   Latino  AmIndian NLOther   NLMulti   Male Female  
 
1990 xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x 
2000 xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x xx.x 
 
Source:  United States Census, 1990 and 2000 
(xx.x=percentage) 
 
 

http://www.ssdan.net/datacounts/data�
http://www.ssdan.net/cgi-bin/datacounts/webchipchoice.cgi?webchip=datasets/pc/cen1990/doctors9.dat�
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Summary Questions. 
 
In addition to handing in the pages from your WebCHIP output and the three tables that you 
have prepared, you are required to answer the following five questions in a brief essay 
(approximately 3-4 pages).  
 

1. How does the racial ethnic/composition, gender composition and income distribution of 
full-time physicians ages 25-64 compare to the total population of workers in the same 
age range?  What ethnic/racial groups are most overrepresented as physicians and what 
groups are most underrepresented as physicians?  (Please see the “Guide for 
Interpreting Census Data” to understand how to do this.)  Please refer to specific data to 
support your arguments. 

2. How does the racial/ethnic and gender distribution of full-time physicians’ ages 25-64 in 
1990 compare to 2000?  In discussion your results, please talk about the percentage 
change in various gender/ethnic categories over time (I provided instructions on how to 
do this in the “Guide for Interpreting Census Data” provided in the Reader.”  Be sure to 
draw on specific data to support your arguments. 

3. What is the reduced ratio of male to female physicians?   How does this compare to full-
time workers?  Pick at least two pairs of racial/ethnic groups and calculate the reduced 
ratios for both physicians and fulltime workers and discuss how they compare.   

4. How do your findings relate to the class readings about the role of gender and 
race/ethnicity in determining the position of workers in the health care delivery system?  
Do your findings reinforce or challenge the course readings and/or lectures?  Provide 
specific

5. Drawing on class readings and lectures, explain some of the changes that you have 
observed in the racial/ethnic and gender composition of physicians.  Be sure to refer 
specifically to the class readings and lectures to explain the changing demographic 
characteristics of physicians.   

 evidence to support your position. 

 
Be sure to include a bibliography with your assignment and to make specific references to the 
class readings and lectures.  Also, be sure to hand in your own work for every component of 
this exercise (including tables, etc.). 
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SOME HELPFUL TIPS FOR PREPARING THE ASSIGNMENT 
 
1. Make sure that when you print off the tables you have all the data

 

.  If some of the data 
get cut off when you print off the WebCHIP pages, be sure to write in the results for the 
missing data.  For example, when you print off the income of physicians from the 2000 
Census, make sure you have the results for the proportion of physicians who make over 
$150,000.  You may also change the print settings on your computer so that in the "Print 
Setup" you use "portrait" rather than "landscape" for printing.  This should allow you to 
print all the data. 

2. The racial-ethnic categories are not directly comparable for the physicians and the full-
time workers.  The physician categories include: (1) NLWhite, (2) Black, (3) Asian, (4) 
Latino, (5) AmIndian, (6) NLOther, and (7) NLMulti.   The categories for all full-time 
workers include:  (1) NLWhite, (2) Black, (3) Asian, (4) Latino, and (5) American Indian.   
Although it is unclear to me what the researchers did with the persons who were 
NLOther and NLMulti for the full-time workers, for the purposes of comparison please 
ignore these two categories.  Thus, for first table I ask you to prepare, you can simply 
write N/A (not available) for the categories "NLOther" and "NLMulti" for the FT 
Workers.  

 
3. The income categories are also not directly comparable between physicians and full-

time workers.  Because of this issue, you will want to pool the categories to create 
comparable income ranges (as shown in the template table that I have prepared for 
you).   

 
4. You may prepare the discussion of your findings whatever way you want, but be sure to 

clearly answer the five questions at the end of the assignment.  In other words, I 
encourage you to include a brief introduction and conclusion and integrate your 
answers to the questions in the form of an essay.  

 
5. Your response to the questions should be approximately 3 pages excluding the table and 

copies of WebCHIP pages.  When you include all the relevant information, it will be 
considerably more than 3 pages long.  You can attach the tables as separate pages or 
include them within your essay (in which case the responses to the questions can be 
somewhat longer). 

 
6. Be sure to incorporate the readings into your discussion of the findings.  The readings 

for units 5 and 6 pay particular attention to physicians in the American health care 
system and will be helpful for you as you prepare your results. 
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Guide to Interpreting the Census Data 
 

The Demographic Characteristics of Fulltime Physicians Ages 25-64 
Compared to Fulltime Workers, 2000 

 

 Race/Ethnicity             Gender  
 %  %     %    %       %                %            %                  %               % 
 NLWhite Black  Asian  Latino AmIndian NLOther NLMulti         Male     Female 
 
Physicians    74.5 4.5     14.4      4.7         0.1             0.1         1.6                75.1   24.9 
FT Workers  xx.x xx.x       4.1      xx.x         .8              xx.x        xx.x               57.7   42.3 
 
Source:  United States Census, 2000 
 
CORRECT INTERPRETATION: 
 
Altogether 74.5% of physicians are non-Latino white, 4.5% are black, 14.4% are Asian, 4.7% are 
Latino, and .1% are American Indian.  Compared to the general population of workers, 
physicians are disproportionately Asian.    
 
The data from the table also show that 75.1% of physicians are male and 24.9% are female, a 
3:1 male/female ratio.  In contrast, 57.7% of fulltime workers are male and 42.3% are female.   
These findings reveal that physicians are disproportionately male. 
 
COMMON INCORRECT INTERPRETATIONS (WITH THE CORRECT INTERPRETATIONS) 
 
Example #1 
 
Incorrect:  24.9% of females are physicians.  
Correct:  24.9% of physicians are female. 
 
Example #2 
 
Incorrect:  Physicians are 50.2% more likely to be male than female. 
Correct:   The difference in the percentage of physicians that are male and the percentage of 
physicians that are female is 50.2 percentage points.  Physicians are about 3 times more likely 
to be male than female.   
 
How to Write about Overrepresentation and Underrepresentation 
 
Example #3: 
 
Incorrect:  There is really very little difference in the proportion of Americans Indians who are 
physician and the percentage who are fulltime workers. 
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Correct:  American Indians are significantly underrepresented as physicians.  Approximately 8 in 
every 1,000 fulltime workers (ages 25-64) are American Indian, but only 1 in every 1,000 
fulltime physicians (ages 25-64) is American Indian.   
 
Hint:  In looking at the table, we can see that 0.8% of full-time workers are American Indian, but 
that only 0.1% of physicians are American Indian.  American Indians are therefore 
underrepresented within that particular occupation.  To assess the extent of 
underrepresentation, simply divide the percentage of physicians who are American Indian by 
the percentage of full-time workers who are American Indian.  In this case, the result is 0.125 
(.1 divided by .8), indicating substantial underrepresentation.  If American Indians were equally 
represented in both group (physicians and full-time workers), we’d get a value of 1.0 when we 
did this division.  A value less than one indicates underrepresentation, while a value greater 
than one indicates overrepresentation.   The lowest values (that is, those closest to 0) indicate 
the greatest underrepresentation, while the highest values indicate the greater 
overrepresentation. 
 
How to Write about Percentage Changes Over Time 
 

The Demographic Characteristics of Full-time Physicians Ages 25-64, 1990 and 2000 
 Race/Ethnicity         Gender  
 %  %     %    %      %                %             %            %             % 
 NLWhite Black  Asian  Latino AmIndian NLOther NLMulti     Male    Female  
 
1990 xx.x 3.3     xx.x      xx.x       xx.x          xx.x            xx.x          xx.x       xx.x 
2000 xx.x 4.5    xx.x       xx.x       xx.x          xx.x            xx.x          xx.x      xx.x 
 
Source:  United States Census, 1990 and 2000 
(xx.x=percentage) 
 
Example #4 
 
Incorrect:  There has been a 1.2% increase in the proportion of black physicians from 1990 to 
2000. 
Correct:  There has been a 36.4% increase in the proportion of black physicians from 1990 to 
2000.   
 
In order to calculate percentage increases or decreases over time, please follow the following 
steps: 
 

• Step 1.  Take the absolute value of the difference (subtract the smaller number from the 
bigger number) between the two numbers/percentages.  Thus, in this case, the 
difference is 1.2 (4.5-3.3=1.2). 
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• Step 2.  Once you get the difference of the two numbers (in this case, 1.2), divided this 
number by the figure in the original year that you are working with (in this case, 3.3%).  
In other words:  1.2/3.3.  Multiple this quotient by 100 to express as a percentage.  This 
comes out to 36.4.  (If the percentage in Time 1 is lower than the percentage in Time 2, 
you would say that there has been a percentage increase.  Conversely, if the percentage 
in Time 2 is lower than the percentage in Time 1, you would say that there has been a 
percentage decrease.)   

 
• Step 3.  After you have calculated this new figure (36.4), you can say that there has been 

a 36.4% increase in the proportion of physicians that are black from 1990 to 2000. 
 

• Helpful Hint.  Thus, for example, if the percentage went from 50% to 100%, you would 
say there had been a 100% increase.    

 
Writing About Ratios 
 
Percentages tell you the number per 100.  Thus, for example, for every one hundred physicians, 
approximately 75 were male in 2000.  For every 100 physicians, approximately 25 were female 
in 2000.  When we express the number of physicians in one category relative to that in another 
category, we call that a ratio.  Thus, for example, there are 75 male physicians for every 25 
female physicians.   
 
Let’s say we want to find the simplified ratio of male to female physicians.  In order to do this, 
simply divide the percentage of physicians who are male by the percentage of physicians who 
are female (75.1% divided by 24.9%).  When you divide these two numbers, you get 3.02.  This 
tells you that there are approximately 3 male physicians for every 1 female physician.   Thus, we 
have just reduced the fraction: 
 
 75.1  3.02 
 ----- = ----- 
 24.9     1 
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AN EXAMPLE OF HOW TO WRITE ABOUT THE FINDINGS: 
 
1999 Income Distribution of Physicians vs. Fulltime Workers 
 
 <$70,000 $70,000 to 

$100,000 
$100,000 and above 

Physicians xx.x% xx.x% 63% 
Full-Time Workers xx.x% xx.x% 4.7% 
Source: 2000 Census 

 
 
The findings show that physicians earn salaries much higher than fulltime workers.  For 
example, while 63% of physicians earned over $100,000 in 1999, only 4.7% of fulltime workers 
earned over $100,000.  This high income among physicians is consistent with the 
professionalization of physicians.  According to the chart shown in class, one of the key features 
of the professional dominance model is the idea that physicians hold strong economic 
positions.   The data clearly support this notion.  Donald Light ([1993] 2001: 220) points out, "At 
the level of personal income, many physicians tell anyone who will listen that one can no longer 
make 'good money' in medicine, but the facts are otherwise.  From 1970 to about 1986, their 
average income stayed flat after inflation, but since then it has been rising."  Similarly, Laurie 
Abraham (1993) points out that physicians have become involved in corporate business 
ventures in an effort to maintain high salaries.  For example, one of the physicians who treats 
Robert for kidney dialysis is earning well over $350,000 (Abraham 1993).  While the oversupply 
of physicians and the shift to managed care may threaten the salaries of some physicians, 
overall the evidence suggests that economically they are still doing quite well. 
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Helpful Tips for Preparing Your Bibliography:  The article by Donald Light appears in the edited 
volume by Peter Conrad.  The original article was written in 1993, however.  The original dates 
of publication for all the articles that appear in the edited volume are found on pages 565-567 
of the Conrad book (the green book). 
 


