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Rational Service Areas 
 

To receive funds through the Health Access Incentive Grant Program, a 
practitioner must locate in a rational service area that has been designated by the 
Commissioner of the Tennessee Department of Health as a health resource 
shortage area. 
 
Rational service areas are individual counties, groups of counties, or communities 
that have displayed certain obvious primary, obstetrical, and pediatric care service 
patterns for residents of that county, community, and/or surrounding areas.  
Determining factors for delineating rational service areas include natural or 
artificial barriers (mountains, bad roads), migration patterns for care, the presence 
or absence of health manpower or facilities, patients' payment capabilities, etc. 
 
In determining rational service areas: 
• Past patient migration patterns were tracked. 
• Distance and travel time were applied, assuming a maximum of 20 miles or 30 

minutes for primary care, pediatric care, and TennCare and 40 miles or one 
hour for obstetrics. 

• Advice from local and regional health personnel was sought. 
 
Through this process, the Bureau of Health Services identified 85 rational service 
areas each for primary care, general pediatric care, and TennCare primary care, 
and 37 rational service areas for obstetrical care.  For general dental care, no data 
on service patterns were analyzed for inclusion in this plan.  Each individual 
county is considered a dental rational service area until more information is 
available. 
 
Of the 85 rational service areas for primary care, 30 have been designated by the 
Commissioner of Health as provider shortage areas.  Again this year, mid-level 
providers (nurse practitioners, certified nurse midwives, and physician assistants) 
are included in the full-time equivalency of primary care providers.  This inclusion 
recognizes the care provided by physician extenders who are serving communities 
that have primary care needs.  These providers are counted at only 40 percent full-
time equivalency because national research has indicated that mid-level providers 
spend more time, on average, with each patient than does a physician. 
 
Health resource shortage areas for obstetrics are areas designated by the 
Commissioner of Health as rational service areas that have inadequate or no 
obstetrical services.  Within the 37 rational service areas, 30 counties of the state’s 
95 counties have been designated as obstetric shortage areas.  
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