


Patients Want Speed

The growth and develop-
ment of urgent care medicine 
should be of no surprise to 
anyone, said Dr. Franz Ritucci, 
physician liaison with the 
American Board of Urgent 
Care Medicine, an inde-
pendent certifying body for 
urgent medicine in Orlando. 

Most patients are frus-
trated with long waits in the 
emergency room caused by 
non-emergency cases, and 
with the reduction in avail-
able primary care appoint-
ments. This reduction is 
driven primarily by a shortage 
in primary care physicians. 

Last year, the number of 
physicians grew by 8 percent. 
And by 2050, there will be a 
shortage of 149,000 physi-
cians, despite a predicted 
p opu l at ion  g r ow t h  of  
24 percent, Ritucci said. 

This shortage often results 
in patients waiting for 
weeks to see their primary  
care physician. 

“Our society does not accept 
it any longer,” he said. “We’re 
what we call a McDonald’s 
society. We want things 
immediately. They now have a 
choice to go emergency rooms, 
which have higher co-pays, 
longer waits and are not 
designed to treat lower acuity 
illnesses and conditions, or 
an urgent care center. It’s a 

natural progression that (the 
industry) would grow.”

Currently, about 90 percent 
of urgent care centers report 
wait times of 30 minutes 
or less to see a physician, 
according to the urgent care 
board. In total, 84 percent of 
patients spend less than an 
hour at the center.

Additionally, most urgent 
care centers are open seven 
days a week and are open after 
hours or later than typical 
primary care practice centers. 

Fewer Patients at ERs

Above all, these centers 
a l l e v i a t e  h e a l t h c a r e 
costs and patient loads at  
emergency rooms. 

A bout 14 percent to  
27 percent of emergency 
room visits could be handled 
by urgent care centers and 
save about $4.4 billion 
each year, the urgent care  
organization estimates.

“It’s reliever airport. It helps 
unload a lot of that traffic,” 
Ritucci said. “An emergency 
department exists to treat life 
and limb situations, but they 
are quadruple the price of an 
urgent care center. It doesn’t 
make sense for the population 
to go there for a cold, ear ache, 
sprained ankle. It’s wasteful.”

Ho w e v er,  t her e  a r e 
some caveats that come 
with a relatively new and  

fast-growing industry. 
Ownership varies, from 

large urgent-care chains to 
hospitals to non-physician 
investors. And urgent care 
centers do not have to 
undergo a vetting process 
to receive a certificate of 
need from the state, as a 
hospital would, according 
to the Florida Agency for  
Healthcare Administration. 

This has heavily frag-
mented the industry.

“The standards of urgent 
care have been ignored,” 
said Dr. Raymond Dominick, 
owner and lead physician at 
Lake Regional Urgent Care in 
Lake Sumter Landing. Domi-
nick, who has a more than 
20-year history in emergency 
medicine, was among the first 
urgent care centers to open in 
the area in 2002. 

At the time, he went through 
an extensive process to ensure 
he had the appropriate staffing, 
space and equipment to open 
his practice. 

“The standards were just 
short of an emergency room’s 
capability,” he said. 

As a result, his practice has 
full lab capability, full cardiac 
markers, it is a certified chest 
pain center, and provides a 
large range of radiological 
services. Additionally, he 

has relationships with local 
specialists for more advanced 
cases and has admitting privi-
leges at the hospital. 

Often, if his patients are 
experiencing a true medical 
emergency, he can help bypass 
the emergency room and 
reserve a bed. 

“We make the referrals, we 
make the appointments and 
we make sure you go where 
you need to be,” he said. 

Knowing Where to Go

Over time, however, standards 
for practice in these centers 
have gone down and there 
is no longer a real distinc-
tion between an urgent care 
center and retail clinics,  
Dominick said.

Retail clinics provide 
slightly less advanced medical 
procedures than urgent care 
centers and are usually located 
in high-traffic retail outlet, 
such as drugstores. Often, 
they are staffed with advanced  
practice professionals.

“The majority of urgent care 
centers are better classified 
as walk-in centers. They’re 
Band-Aid centers. They don’t 
have labs and some either don’t 
have physicians or physician 
oversight,” Dominick said. “It 
would be nice if there was a 

designation between urgent 
care and walk-in clinics.”

Until then, it may be 
up to the patient to know  
the distinction. 

Ritucci stresses to know 
the difference between life-
threatening emergencies and 
those that are urgent. 

If a person is experiencing 
chest or severe abdominal 
pains, it is best to call 911 and 
go to the emergency room. And 
if they intend to go to an urgent 
care center, he advises patients 
to avoid procrastination. 

“You don’t want to go to 
a center 30 minutes before 
closing,” he said. 

As for knowing the differ-
ence between an urgent care 
center and a retail clinic, simply  
ask questions. 

Dominick suggests finding 
out a center’s reputation in 
the community and asking 
the providers what they are 
capable of treating. Either way, 
he no longer sees the distinc-
tion between primary and 
urgent care. 

“Medicine is medicine to me,” 
he said. 

Lurvin Fernandez is a staff writer 
with The Villages Daily Sun. 
She can be reached at 352-753-
1119, ext. 9062, or Lurvin.
Fernandez@thevillagesmedia.
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They’ll socialize,” she said. 
“They’re getting more than 
they expected.”

Dunn recalled the story of 
a resident who had trouble 
sleeping at any time of day.

His caregiver recom-
mended attending a hand 
massage session. Though 
skeptical, he relented.

As Dunn gently rubbed 
his palm, the resident fell 
asleep, to his caregiver’s joy.

“She was blown away,” 
Dunn said.

Pampering is especially 
important in Harbor-
Chase’s memory care unit, 
director of marketing sales  
Alexander Powell said.

In a dementia simulation, 
Powell struggled for a few 
minutes though the muffled 
world a memory resident 
experiences every day.

He said this led to a 
better understanding of 
the reasoning behind the 
temperament changes of 
some people with dementia.

Incorporating aroma-
therapy, meditation and 
massages can enrich the 
lives of these residents.

“When you see people get 
agitated, there are relax-
ation techniques you can 
use to calm them down 
and center them again,”  
Powell said.

Though living in a foggy 
world, he said, memory care 
residents still can experi-
ence some quality of life. It’s 
up to the community to find 
the right offerings.

“You just have to be more 
creative,” he said.

Health benefits aside, 
Bedle said that after a 
lifetime of working and 
raising families, senior 
living residents have earned  
the relaxation.

“It’s their time to be 
spoiled,” she said.
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Urgent Care Rising Trend in the Nation

An emergency 
department exists  

to treat life and  
limb situations, but 

they are quadruple 
the price of an 

urgent care center.  
It doesn’t make  

sense for the  
population to go 

there for a  
cold, ear ache, 

sprained ankle. 
It’s wasteful.”
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By LURVIN FERNANDEZ  |  Daily Sun Staff Writer

An urgent need for health care doesn’t always call for a visit 
to the emergency room. Instead, consider one of the many 
urgent care centers opening in the area. The public’s desire 
for immediate access to medical care is driving the growth  
of urgent care medicine. More than 9,000 clinics were oper-
ating nationwide in 2013, according to the American Academy 
of Urgent Care Medicine. The academy expects the number to 
exceed 12,000 clinics this year, producing more than   $18 billion 
in revenue. In The Villages, residents have nearly 10 practices 
to choose from throughout the community, with more to come. 
Residents are among the 30 percent of Americans who live less 
than 10 minutes from an urgent care center. “We want to assist 
people in the community as much as possible if they are unable 
to see a doctor and want to avoid going to the emergency room,” 
said John Santos, co-owner of 441 Urgent Care. Santos will open 
his sixth urgent care practice in The Villages in September. 
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Residents have nearly 10 practices 
to choose from throughout the 
community, with more on the way. 




