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Urology around the world: An overview
of healthcare in Germany

—

ermany boasts a highly developed and comprehensive
healthcare system, renowned for its quality and
accessibility. The urology landscape in the country
mirrors this overall excellence, characterised by a well-structured
network of specialists, advanced technology, and a strong
emphasis on patient-centered care.
This manuscript delves into the intricacies of the German urology
healthcare system, examining its structure, key players, financing
mechanisms, and the challenges it faces.

. Primary care: General practitioners (GPs) play a crucial role
in the initial assessment of urological issues. They refer
patients to specialists when necessary. Usually, patients
with statutory health insurance must see a GP first, and GPs
have to issue a referral for a urologist or an outpatient visit
at a urological clinic.

. Secondary care: Urological specialists, including
urologists, andrologists, and paediatric urologists, provide
comprehensive care for a wide range of urological
conditions. These specialists may be based in a clinic /
hospital, or they may have their own private practice.

. Tertiary care: Large university hospitals and specialised
centres offer advanced treatment options, including
minimally invasive surgery, robotic surgery, complex
reconstructive procedures, and many diagnostic and
therapeutic possibilities in collaboration with other
disciplines.

Kassenarztliche Vereinigung (KV): Founded in 1931, this
organisation has 178,000 members and thus represents
approximately 80% of German physicians, who work within
the statutory health insurance system. The KV is responsible
for managing the allocation of urologists to specific regions,
ensuring equitable access to care.

Urological societies: The two main key professional
organisations are the German Urological Society (DGU) with
approximately 7500 members including office urologists
who comprise two thirds of certified urologists, clinic-based
urologists and residents (approximately 1000 members);
and the German Society for Office Urologists only (BVDU)
(DGUA). They set standards for clinical practice, conduct
research, advocate for patients’ rights, and support
urological nurses.

Statutory Health Insurance (SHI): The SHI or ‘Gesetzliche
Krankenversicherung' is the primary funding source for
healthcare in Germany. Patients are typically insured through
their employer, and the system provides universal coverage
for most medical expenses. Their members, however, have
no direct access (unless self-paying) to urologists, either in
private practice or clinic.

Private health insurance (PHI): Approximately 20%

of Germans choose to have private health insurance.

This includes many state employees (e.g., teachers

in high schools and universities). While offering more
comprehensive coverage and potentially shorter waiting
times for treatment, it comes with higher costs.

Self-government: The yearly negotiated total amounts are
transferred from Allied Health Insurances which are then
divided again as a lump sum to health insurance physicians
within defined territories. Seats for health insurance
physicians are regulated by territory through the KV based
on population numbers.

Statutory Health Insurance: The SHI covers most urological
treatments, with patients paying a small co-payment

for each visit or procedure. The SHI may not cover all
experimental or non-essential treatments. However, costs
of medicaments for oncological diseases are not regulated.
And patients with malignant diseases and other severe
ilinesses have the possibility for a stationary or outpatient
rehabilitation programme after their hospital treatment.
Private health insurance: PHI offers more extensive
coverage and may cover treatments not covered by the SHI.
However, premiums are significantly higher compared to
SHI. In certain professional groups e.g., state employees, the
state will cover a certain percentage of the premium
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. Out-of-pocket expenses: Some urological services, such
as cosmetic procedures or certain medications, are not
covered by insurance and require out-of-pocket expenses.

. Ageing population: Germany’s ageing population brings
an increased demand for urological care, especially for
conditions such as prostate cancer, benign prostatic
hyperplasia (BPH), and urinary incontinence.

. Rising healthcare costs: Despite the SHI's efficient
management, the cost of healthcare continues to rise.

«  Shortage of urological specialists: A growing demand for
specialists, coupled with limited training slots, has led to a
shortage of qualified urologists in some regions.

. Technological advancements: Germany is at the forefront
of technological innovation in urology. This includes robotic
surgery, minimally invasive techniques, and advanced
imaging technologies.

+  Telemedicine: Germany is actively exploring the potential
of telemedicine to improve accessibility and patient care.
This includes virtual consultations, remote monitoring
of patient data, and online platforms for appointment
booking.

. Data-driven healthcare: Utilising data analytics and
machine learning to improve patient outcomes, predict
disease progression, and personalise treatment plans is an
area of active research and development.

. Quality improvement initiatives: Continuously improving
the quality of care delivered is a key priority. This includes
developing robust clinical pathways, implementing
standardised procedures, and promoting patient safety
measures.

Despite criticisms of various subgroups regarding remuneration
and cost-cutting, Germany'’s urology healthcare system is a model
of efficiency and quality. It provides comprehensive care for
patients, combines a strong emphasis on scientific advancements
with patient-centered care, and continuously evolves to address
emerging challenges. One of the strong advantages and key

to better functioning is certainly the motivation of doctors in a
strongly supported private sector. While facing challenges related
to an ageing population and healthcare costs, Germany is poised
for future advancements in urology through its commitment to
technological innovation, telemedicine, and data-driven healthcare.
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