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Customer Service and Continuous Quality Improvement…Some Scientific Methods to Improve Patient Care

By John V. Guiliana, DPM, MS
Not too long ago, a colleague asked me what the term “practice management” meant to me.  I suppose that this term can take on many definitions. My answer started out by stating what practice management did not mean to me. While “improved revenue” or “increased profit” is the outcome of good practice management, it is not what defines it. 

“Practice management” should have a patient-focused definition. Customer service enhancement, improved efficiency, patient satisfaction, staff management, business administration skills, and cost containment are all integral parts of my definition of practice management. Even the latter few, while sounding more financially-focused than patient-focused, have an indirect, yet profound effect on our patient care.   They all, of course, lead to the outcome of improved profits.  

All processes within a medical office have an impact on customer service. Direct patient contact is not required. Telephone personnel, billing and collection personnel, outside vendors, labs, as well as hospital and surgical facilities all have an impact on your perceived quality.  

10 Practical Practice Management Tips

· Recognize that every employee in your practice has an impact on customer service and the patient’s perception of your quality.

· When addressing problems, “frame” your reply in a positive manner rather than a negative one. Rather than saying “it’s against our office policy to do that”, reframe it with an alternative by saying “what I will do is…”

· Use the patient’s name when communicating with them.

· Remain calm. Respond rather than react. The former is based on intellect while the later, on emotion.

· Keep your internal problems internal. Patients have enough problems of their own!

· Recognize that you have primary customers (the patient), secondary customers (the Primary Care Physicians), and tertiary customers (the insurance company). 

· Educate your patients as much as possible. Occasionally, a lack of information has an adverse effect on the patient’s perception of your quality. 

· Explain all delays.

· Smile!

· End all encounters with “do you have any other questions” and “thank you”.    
The Alarming Facts

· Research has demonstrated that a typical satisfied customer will tell 2-3 people about their experience while a dissatisfied customer tells 9-10!

· It costs six times more to obtain a new customer than it does to satisfy and keep an existing one!

