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Some Britons can add a visit to the doctor to their shopping lists. On Monday, J Sainsbury, one 
of Britain’s largest supermarket chains, is to become the first in the country to offer a visit to a 
family doctor in one of its stores. 
 
Unlike Wal-Mart’s entry into health care with clinics and discount pharmaceuticals in the United 
States — a foray by a private enterprise into public health — at Sainsbury, a team of 
government-financed doctors will see patients. To start, they will work in the evenings and on 
Saturdays in a fully equipped consultation room in one store in Manchester. If the pilot project 
succeeds, it is expected to be introduced in other Sainsbury stores this year.  
 
The supermarket doctors will help not only patients but also the government. British 
authorities have struggled to improve their taxpayer-financed national health service and to 
make doctors more readily available to patients. The doctors may also help Sainsbury. Like 
other retailers, the company is searching for ways to increase profits as growth in its 
traditional food business has slowed.  
 
British supermarkets already sell clothes, DVDs, furniture, credit cards and insurance. About 
15 percent of Sainsbury’s sales come from nonfood items. 
 
“There are only so many different types of cheeses and sausages you can offer,” said Tim 
Denison, a member of the Retail Think Tank, a research firm based in London. “This is a logical 
step for supermarkets that look where to go next to give consumers the efficient shopping 
experience they want.”  
 
The clinics are expected to attract more customers and to give the store an incentive to sell 
prescription drugs, which have higher profit margins than over the counter medication, Mr. 
Denison said.  
 
Patients doing their shopping will be alerted via electronic pager when a doctor is available to 
see them.  
 
The initiative, called Doctors in Store, was the idea of Mohammed Jiva, a 35-year old family 
doctor in the Manchester area. Dr. Jiva noticed a growing demand from patients to book 
appointments in the evenings or on weekends because of busy work schedules.  
 
“People told me, ‘I had to get out of work to see you,’ ” he said, “and I thought that was pretty 
inconvenient, so I started to ask myself. ‘Why can’t doctors move to where the patients are 
instead?’ ” 
 
Britain’s national health service offers free medical consultations, but Britons are permitted to 
register with only one practice close to their home; otherwise, they can pay for private health 
care. That requirement, combined with the difficulty many people have in seeing doctors 
during daytime weekday hours, means employees spend 3.5 million working days a year 
traveling to and from doctors, costing the British economy $2 billion, the Confederation of 
British Industry estimated. 
 
In the United States, clinics have existed for years in drugstores, retailers and even some 
grocery store chains, and more than 700 clinics have opened in the last 15 months. But the 
structure of Britain’s government-run health care system and the high cost and limited 
availability of retail space have made it difficult to offer such services here. 
 
Even now, the Sainsbury clinics differ from those at Wal-Mart or other American stores. They 
are not walk-in clinics, and only patients registered with the supermarket doctors’ practice can 
book appointments. That is because the country’s medical clinics are financed by regional 



government trusts, and to keep the service free of charge, the trust that finances Dr. Jiva’s 
practice needs to make sure only patients registered there use the service. 
 
Recent efforts by the government to improve the health service and a plan to increase health 
spending 3.7 percent in the next three years have done little so far to improve patient 
satisfaction, which stands at about 60 percent.  
 
Last year, the government opened a handful of walk-in centers in London rail stations, but 
they were poorly publicized and patients complained that the clinics did not have access to 
patients’ medical records. Another plan to extend family doctors’ working hours was rejected 
by the British Medical Association.  
 
There are now 1,600 patients for each family practitioner in the United Kingdom. That 
compares with 325 patients for every doctor in the United States. Linda Millington, a 
spokeswoman for Britain’s medical association, said the Sainsbury clinics are “an interesting 
and welcome experiment” but raised concern about the clinics being located in supermarkets, 
where people can also buy products like alcohol and cigarettes. 
 
Dr. Jiva was unconcerned. “Customers and patients may think twice before opting for an 
unhealthy choice when there’s a doctor close by,” he said. 
 
Of the three largest supermarket chains in the country, only Sainsbury — which already offers 
flu vaccinations, blood pressure tests and smoking cessation help in some of its stores — 
responded positively to Dr. Jiva’s proposal to open in-store clinics, he said. 
 
Sainsbury’s chief executive, Justin King, called the initiative “a groundbreaking partnership 
that supports the government’s wider aims to make health care more accessible.”  
 
In addition to helping the national health service and Sainsbury, the move may benefit the 
doctors because they will be working in a big store with many people around, Dr. Jiva said. 
“Safety is a big issue when working late in the evenings, when it’s dark outside, in an office 
that has drugs on stock,” he said. 
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