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Role Transformation and Adaptation of Physician Assistants
during the 2024 Medical Workforce Shortage:
A Phenomenological Study

Tae Yeong Yang - Nahyun Lee

Nurse, Department of Nursing, Kangbuk Samsung Hospital

Purpose: This study explored the lived experiences of physician assistants (PAs) in Korea during the 2024 medical workforce short-
age, focusing on how they perceived and adapted to their rapidly changing roles. The study investigated both the challenges PAs
faced and the professional growth they experienced throughout the adaptation process. Methods: A phenomenological qualitative
design was applied using Colaizzi’'s method. In-depth interviews were conducted with 15 PAs at a tertiary hospital in Seoul between
September 25, 2024 and February 1, 2025. Data were analyzed thematically. Results: Four major theme clusters emerged: chang-
es in work environment and quality of life, role conflict and ambiguity in professional identity, dual aspects of role expansion in-
cluding autonomy and burnout, and coping strategies and structural policy demands. Participants reported physical and emotional
strain, but also described greater involvement in care decisions, improved patient relationships, and a stronger sense of profession-
al identity. Conclusion: Amid the medical staffing crisis, PAs adapted to their expanded responsibilities and became key healthcare
providers. While facing substantial burdens, they simultaneously experienced personal and professional growth. Institutional and
legal support is essential to stabilize their roles and improve long-term healthcare outcomes.
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Table 1. General Characteristics of the Participants

No. Age (yr) Gender Education level Physician assistant experience (mo)
1 33 Woman Master’s degree 64

2 33 Man Master’s student 50

3 32 Woman Bachelor’s degree 65

4 32 Man Master’s degree 68

5 34 Man Bachelor’s degree 102

6 34 Woman Bachelor’s degree 31

7 31 Man Master’s student 50

8 35 Man Bachelor’s degree 96

9 34 Woman Bachelor’s degree 58

10 30 Woman Bachelor’s degree 67

11 44 Man Bachelor’s degree 204

12 36 Man Bachelor’s degree 32

13 31 Man Bachelor’s degree 83

14 43 Man Master’s degree 192

15 31 Woman Master’s student 70

Table 2. Theme Clusters and Corresponding Themes Regarding Role Conflict and Workload Experienced by Physician Assistants in the 2024 Medical

Vacancy Crisis

Theme cluster

Theme

Changes in work environment and decline in quality of life

Professional identity and role conflict
Professional growth and the duality of role expansion

Coping strategies and future directions

Comprehensive expansion of work scope

Increase in working hours and normalization of overtime

Intrusion into personal life and loss of work-life balance

Ambiguous work boundaries without systematic standards
Increased responsibilities and deficiencies in legal protection
Recognition of professionalism and changes in patient relationships
Emotional ambivalence resulting from role expansion
Establishment of support systems and self-management
Institutional improvements and establishment of professionalism
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