
 

 
 84

Health Professional Shortage Areas 
 
 

Health professional shortage areas (HPSAs) are federally-designated counties, 
parts of counties (such as census tracts), or public facilities that have been 
recognized as meeting or exceeding standards of need for certain services.  The 
purpose of this designation is to prioritize those areas that would be eligible for the 
placement of National Health Service Corps providers.  Examples of additional 
programs that utilize these designations are those that place foreign medical school 
graduate physicians with J-1 visas, rural health clinics, and community/migrant 
health centers. 
 
There are three types of HPSAs in Tennessee: primary care, dental care, and 
mental health.  These federal designations have the capacity to change 
continuously as new applications are approved and previously-designated areas 
are found to be ineligible at the end of the three-year designation cycle.  The data 
contained in this publication reflects the status of designations at only one 
point in time.  For current HPSA designations, please visit the federal website 
at www.bphc.hrsa.gov or contact the Tennessee Office of Rural Health/Health 
Access. 
 
Generally, primary care HPSAs meet or exceed the following thresholds: 
• For a geographic designation, the population to physician ratio is at least 

3,500:1. 
• For a population designation, a segment of the population experiences specific 

barriers to care and the population-to-physician ratio is at least 3,000:1. 
• For a facility designation, a public or private nonprofit medical facility is 

providing primary medical care services to an area or population group 
designated as having a shortage of primary care professional(s), and the facility 
has insufficient capacity to meet the primary care needs of that area or 
population group.  A community health center or homeless clinic is an example 
of such a designation. 
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