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Material and method: Cross-sectional study based on the information contained in the database of the
Spanish Society of Rheumatology. Quality control was performed by contact (e-mail and telephone call)
with the heads of the clinical services of each of the hospitals (public and private). The information
analysed was the age, sex and place of work of active rheumatologists in February 2020. The rates
of rheumatologists per 100,000 inhabitants were calculated from population data from the National
Institute of Statistics.
Results: The rate of rheumatology specialists per 100,000 inhabitants in Spain was estimated at 2.17. The
percentage of women was 59.7%, with a higher female/male ratio at younger ages. The lowest proportion
of specialists per 100,000 inhabitants was in the community of Valencia (1.6), and the highest in Cantabria
(3.2).
Conclusions: Variations were found in the rate of rheumatologists per 100,000 inhabitants among the
Autonomous Communities. The distribution by age and sex showed a tendency towards female rheuma-
tologists, especially in the younger age strata.
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Realidad de la Reumatologia en Espaiia y sus comunidades auténomas antes de
la pandemia

RESUMEN

Objetivos: Determinar el nimero de reumat6logos por 100.000 habitantes en activo en centros publicos
o privados en el conjunto de Espafia, por comunidades auténomas y su distribucién por edad y sexo.
Material y método: Estudio transversal utilizando la informacién contenida en la base de datos de la
Sociedad Espafiola de Reumatologia, con datos confirmados por los responsables de los servicios clinicos
de cada uno de los hospitales (ptblicos y privados) disponibles en la base de datos. Se analiz6 edad, sexo
y lugar de trabajo de los reumatélogos en activo en febrero de 2020. Se calcularon tasas de reumatélogos
por 100.000 habitantes a partir de datos de poblacién del Instituto Nacional de Estadistica.
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Resultados: Se estim6 una tasa de especialistas en reumatologia por 100.000 habitantes en Espafia de
2,17. El porcentaje de mujeres fue del 59,7%, siendo superior la proporcién mujer/hombre en edades mas
jovenes. Lamenor relacién de especialistas por 100.000 habitantes se registré en la Comunidad Valenciana
(1,6), y la mayor en Cantabria (3,2).

Conclusiones: Se encontraron variaciones en la tasa de reumatélogos por 100.000 habitantes entre
comunidades auténomas. La distribucién por sexo mostré una tendencia a un incremento de mujeres

reumatélogas.

© 2021 Elsevier Espaiia, S.L.U.

y Sociedad Espafiola de Reumatologia y Colegio Mexicano de Reumatologia. Todos los derechos reservados.

Introduction

For any medical speciality it is important to know the supply
of available professionals in relation to the population served. The
number of specialists available per 100,000 inhabitants is an indi-
cator of health resources used for the organisation and evaluation
of health systems.!2

Different working groups in scientific societies in the Americas
have studied the current situation and future projections for the
speciality of rheumatology, taking into account possible scenarios
of change in both supply and demand.?>. In this sense, the Euro-
pean League Against Rheumatism promoted this type of analysis in
Europe and established methodological recommendations for its
correct performance®. In Spain, similar work has been carried out
at aregional level.>6

This study is an update of the one undertaken in 2017,” and
is based on data collected up to February 2020, so it can be con-
sidered an indicator of the situation of the speciality prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic. The aim of this analysis was to determine
the number of rheumatologists per 100,000 inhabitants in Spain
and by autonomous community, active in public or private centres.
The distribution of rheumatologists by age and sex in Spain and by
autonomous community was also evaluated.

Methods

A cross-sectional study using the database of members of the
Spanish Society of Rheumatology (SER for its initials in Spanish)
as a source of information. Full members were selected (members
with the title of specialist in rheumatology), active (non-retired
members), with professional practice in public or private centres
throughout Spain as of February 2020. As no information was avail-
able on time commitment, full time was assumed.

The selection of specialist doctors for this analysis started in
April 2019. The initial data were corroborated by e-mail with the

Table 1

heads (service, section or unit chiefs) of the clinical services of each
of the hospitals (public and private) available in the SER mem-
bership database. If no response was received, telephone contacts
were made with those responsible to request that the available
information be corroborated and updated in terms of the num-
ber, age and sex of rheumatologists at each centre. This work
to review the number of specialists was completed in February
2020.

The rate of active rheumatologists per 100,000 inhabitants was
calculated assuming that 95% of rheumatologists in Spain are mem-
bers of the SER and using as a denominator the data from the
National Institute of Statistics, corresponding to the information
available in January 2020 for the population in Spain globally and
by autonomous region.®

Results

The rate of rheumatology specialists per 100,000 inhabitants in
Spain is 2.17 (Table 1). The lowest ratios of specialists per 100,000
inhabitants are recorded in the Autonomous Community of Valen-
cia(1.6), and the Basque Country, Andalusia and the Balearic Islands
(1.7), and the highest in Cantabria (3.6) and La Rioja (3.2). The
absolute number of practising professionals by Autonomous Com-
munity varies, ranging from 197 in the Community of Madrid to 10
in La Rioja (Table 1).

For Spain as a whole, the distribution by sex and age of rheuma-
tology specialists is shown in Fig. 1. Percentage-wise, only in
La Rioja (40%), Galicia (46.6%), Murcia (47.2%) and Extremadura
(47.6%) do more male rheumatologists practice than female
rheumatologists, while at the other extreme, in Navarre (71.4%) and
the Balearic Islands (70%), more than 70% of rheumatologists are
women. In terms of average age, Galicia (54.8 years) and Castilla-
Leén (50.9 years) are the regions with the oldest specialists, while
La Rioja (44.5 years), the Canary Islands (44.8 years) and Cantabria
(44.9 years) have the youngest rheumatologists.

Rheumatology professionals by Autonomous Community. Distribution according to sex and estimate per 100,000 inhabitants. Year 2020.

Total Men Women % Women Mean age n x 100 thousand
Andalucia 143 51 92 64.3% 47.8 1.7
Arag6n 25 12 13 52.0% 49.3 1.9
Asturias 26 8 18 69.2% 48.3 2.6
Baleares 20 6 14 70.0% 46.8 1.7
Canarias 54 22 32 59.3% 44.8 2.4
Cantabria 21 9 12 57.1% 449 3.6
Castilla-Le6n 43 16 27 62.8% 50.9 1.8
Castilla-La Mancha 40 19 21 52.5% 47.0 2.0
Cataluiia 189 72 117 61.9% 47.6 2.5
C. of Valencia 81 39 42 51.9% 479 1.6
Extremadura 21 11 10 47.6% 50.0 2.0
Galicia 65 36 29 44.6% 54.8 24
Madrid 197 65 132 67.0% 479 29
Murcia 36 19 17 47.2% 479 24
Navarra 14 4 10 71.4% 46.4 2.1
Basque country 37 17 20 54.1% 47.0 1.7
Rioja 10 6 4 40.0% 44.5 3.2
Spain 1.022 412 610 59.7% 47.8 2.17
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Fig. 1. Gender and age distribution of rheumatology specialists in Spain in 2020.
The data within the bars represent the absolute number of rheumatologists by sex
and age stratum. M: men; W: women.

The findings from this analysis show that, in contrast to previous
decades, rheumatology is currently a speciality with a greater pres-
ence of women (59.7%) than men. However, over the age of 50, men
still outnumber women. The progressive retirement of the more
mature generations and the entry of new generations of residents
with a preponderance of women has been changing the distribu-
tion by sex, with a predominance of women in all age strata in the
rheumatology speciality in the 10-year future.

Discussion

The main findings of this analysis are that: (1) the rate
of rheumatologists in Spain remains above 2.0 per 100,000
inhabitants, with significant variations between autonomous com-
munities; (2) among younger specialists, women predominate; and
(3) the distribution of rheumatologists according to age and sex is
uneven between autonomous communities.

Our results are in line with the predictions made by the Health
Economics Research Group of the University of Las Palmas on the
different medical specialities with data from 2006 and 2009.%1° A
paper by this group updated to January 2019 observed a proportion
of women in rheumatology of 55.9%, a figure very similar to that
presented in this analysis.!! This paper also estimated that 16.6%
of rheumatologists were aged 60 years or older at the time of the
analysis. Finally, this paper estimated a ratio of rheumatology spe-
cialists per 100,000 population of 2.0, a figure slightly lower than
that found in this study.

In Catalonia, Dolors Grados Canovas et al. published an analysis
of the situation of the speciality in Catalan public centres with data
from 2017.5 In this study, they estimated a total of 141 rheumatol-
ogists working in public centres in this autonomous community.
This figure is lower than that found in our analysis (189 rheumatol-
ogists), although in our case both public and private health centres
were taken into account.

Internationally, the 2015 American College of Rheumatology
Workforce Study found rates of rheumatology specialists per
100,000 population in the United States below 2.0 in virtually all
states.? This work identified significant variations between regions
in the number of rheumatologists per 100,000 active population in
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2015. A more recent analysis, with data from the Ontario region
(Canada), shows significantly lower rates of rheumatologists (1.15
per 100,000 population) than those found in Spain.'? Precisely,
researchers in Canada have found a female/male ratio of more than
1 among rheumatology specialists, a finding that coincides with the
results obtained in our analysis.'?> Fernandez-Avila et al. have car-
ried out an analysis of the current situation and future projection of
the speciality in different Latin American countries, finding a signif-
icant variability in the availability of rheumatologists per 100,000
inhabitants between countries, ranging from 3.6 in Uruguay to 0.16
in Nicaragua.®

No consensus has been established on the optimal ratio of
rheumatologists per 100,000 population. In Europe, Austrian
researchers evaluated the ratio of specialists per population needed
to meet the demands derived from the care of health problems
related to diseases treated in rheumatology services and estab-
lished that 4.29 rheumatologists per 100,000 inhabitants were
required,'# a figure much higher than the current figure in Spain.

This study has some limitations. A number of rheumatologists
may not have been considered in the study as only rheumatolo-
gists who are members of the SER were included. The proportion
of this group not included was estimated to be less than 5%. Cen-
tres in Melilla and Ceuta were not considered in the analysis
for the calculation of the rate of specialists per 100,000 popula-
tion. Furthermore, in this study no distinction was made between
healthcare activity in public or private centres, nor the time of
dedication, assuming a full-time activity, which may entail limita-
tions when planning resources based on these characteristics. With
respect to the work carried out in 2017, data collection and quality
control have been improved, with the participation of heads of ser-
vices, units and sections from centres throughout Spain. Finally, it
should be borne in mind that this indicator is just one more to be
considered for the evaluation of health services, but its interpreta-
tion is still subject to controversy.'>

Conclusion

Our data show significant differences in the rates of rheumatol-
ogists per 100,000 inhabitants between the different autonomous
communities in Spain, with a majority of women under the age of
54. These findings show a snapshot of the current situation of the
speciality and provide a glimpse of how rheumatology is facing the
healthcare challenges it is currently facing, as well as the imminent
challenges that lie ahead in the coming years.
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