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External and Internal Marketing: A Guide for the New Practitioner

(Utilizing the virtual Patient Experience Model & the Art of Lecturing)

Deciding how to balance external vs. internal marketing is a magnanimous challenge for anyone, let alone the new practitioner.  Questioning the geographical dispersion and division of that precious advertising dollar can be a tricky proposition.  But this type of marketing doesn’t have to be expensive.  The marketing skills that you need can come from good common sense taught by everyday experiences with mentors and family members.  In this article I will explore both internal and external marketing.  Internal marketing is the art of advertising yourself within the confines of the office.  External marketing involves the utilization of anything and everything outside of the office to better your practice.  I will provide guidance on how to reach the community in order to spread your name and increase your patient population.

Of course all readers, new practitioners especially, should be aware that internal marketing can be much cheaper and easier than external marketing.  All you have to do is follow the principles that your mother taught you.  Be nice, look nice, play nice, make things neat, and use your manners.  When a patient comes to your office, the cornerstone of their satisfaction is going to be the relief they may get from your treatment.  Almost equally important, however, is the perception they have of your office.  Each and every time the patient leaves from your office they should be your own walking billboard.  The words on that billboard are generated by you and your staff. From the moment the patient enters the door to when they leave, you and your staff are engraving a positive self-advertisement.  In order to illustrate this point, let’s follow a virtual patient throughout your office.

 Warning:  In the following patient experience you may encounter a plethora of exclamation points.  Don’t be afraid of them, utilize the strategies they exemplify!

The patient is driving up to the office………..

Invest in your road sign!  These signs can do a lot for you, especially if you’re on a busy road.  Catching the eye of the driver is key, and the traditional “Blank Blank DPM” doesn’t mean anything to most people.  But put your name in dynamic bold colors with a website listed underneath and you will get noticed.  Making the sign big enough also aids the ease of finding the office, which translates into an overall less stressful experience for the patient.  If the patient is ticked off that your office is too hard to find they can take that attitude right in the office.  That won’t get you off to a good start!

Now they are walking in the door……………

Write your name on both the door of your office and on the outside sign.  For example, both might read “Dr. DeCaro Podiatric Medicine & Foot Surgery.”  Let them know it’s the foot you treat somewhere in your title, and if you treat ankles let them know that as well!  Let them know you’re a doctor. Most don’t know the word “podiatry” or what DPM stands for, but they do know what “Dr.” means and when you conclude with “Foot” before surgery, they know what and where that is!

They are being greeted at the front desk…………….

Make sure as they walk in the waiting room they are greeted by a smiling face!  No one likes a grumpy secretary.  If your staff is not pleasant, the patient is going to count that against you!  Yeah that’s right!  Even if you provide great care they may say to their friends “He was great, but boy o boy that staff is a pain in the neck, and grumpy too!” That is not a good message to have circulating within the community.

While waiting at the front desk have a scrolling LCD prompter right in front of the patient.  Catch their eye while they wait for the staff to check them in or call for a referral.  On this sign you can (in a scrolling repetitive fashion with big blinking red lights) show them over and over your web address and/or what conditions you treat.  Who knows?  Your patient Ron’s aunt Sally might have sprained her ankle and didn’t know you treated ankles.  Now that he does, he can schedule an appointment for her too!

Time to sit and wait……………

After speaking with the friendly and helpful secretarial staff they are seated in the waiting room. Make the waiting room a comfortable and homey place.  Set them up with a local or national news channel.  Why do you think airports have CNN?  To distract the people whose flights have been delayed.  Also, have an adequate arrangement of magazines.  Vary the magazines to cater to all parts of your clientele.  Don’t just get one subscription of Sports Illustrated.  Put out a vast array ranging from intellectual reading to home décor or teen gossip. 

As they are reading something fun or are mesmerized by the TV, sprinkle some books around which list products you may offer for sale in the office.  Have these professional looking books explain the benefits of certain products in clear concise terms that are easy to understand.

Put signs in your waiting room that advertise specific products that you sell for certain foot and ankle conditions.  For example.” Do you have heel pain?  How about freezing it away?  Ask your doctor for more details…”  These are little catching things that will get your patients interested and inevitably will increase your bottom line.

Besides all the stuff that they are distracted by, what happens when they stare off into space for a period of time?   What are they going to see?  Let them see a picture of you and your local congressman shaking hands.  This encounter is easy enough to arrange through a local office.  Or maybe they see that you volunteered in the local marathon because on the wall is a framed thank you letter from the marathon association…. Frame your accomplishments and show them off, it looks good.

Walking down the hallway to the room…………..

What does the patient see in this brief period of time, and is that important?  You better believe it is!  Put some nice pictures on the wall. Spend a little money on colorful lively art or something to brighten the place and put a pleasant spin on their experience.  Of course you can also sprinkle in the occasional Surgical Diploma to reinforce your qualifications.

OK They are finally in the room…………….

When waiting in a treatment room what’s the first thing you do when you’re bored? That’s right, you look around.  You look at the neatness, you look at the scary mean instruments, and you look at the floor and decide if it’s clean or not.  Basically the patient makes their first impression of the doctor at this point.  The patient may not form an actual impression of the doctor until he or she sees the tools of the trade. Seeing these tools can be scary, and worse off seeing these tools in a non-sterile environment can be even scarier!

Next the patient meets you! Okay I’m going to make this short and sweet.  Putting aside the obvious component of providing superb podiatric diagnosis and treatment; follow these simple rules.  Use your manners, be confident, smile, and look professional!  

Waiting for the procedure to happen………….

Now the patient is waiting to numb up after an injection.  Borrow a trick out of the dentist’s handbook.  Put something cool on the ceiling for them to look at. The history of the world in a 4x4 format can make the patient forget all about you and your scary needle. 

Or how about putting some “magic eyes” on the wall.  While you’re doing your procedure ask the patient what they see in one of those confusing mind altering illusions.  By the time they see the horse after staring at it you are done!  They are not only happy that its over, but they also found the horse!

It’s finally time for the patient to go…………

Are we done marketing ourselves now?  NO way!  Besides telling the patient that the foot condition may run in their family and basically booking the rest of the family for appointments, it’s time to hand them more information.  Hand them as much education about their condition as you can, and hand it to them with your letterhead on it!

While the patient is checking out, make sure the patient has an appointment card.  Not just any appointment card.  List the conditions you treat on this card.  This can further help get your name and what you do out to the public.

This is just scratching the surface of internal marketing.  I ask you to refer to previous articles of podiatry management with marketing mentors such as Drs. Hal Ornstein, William McCann, Kristin Titko, and John Guiliana for further guidance in this challenging task.  

Now let’s talk about some external marketing. As was said before, external marketing is when you do anything outside of your office.  Once again the previous listed authors along with many more have deloused us with phenomenal strategies.  I’m going to talk about the new practitioner externally marketing via presentations.

“Dr. DeCaro takes pride in his involvement within the community.  He routinely lectures on important topics such as protection and care for the feet.”

Growing your practice can be a tough thing to do, and having the aforementioned quote said about you can be one of the highest honors bestowed upon you in furthering your practice.  This especially rings true if you are a new practitioner, either just getting started or taking a new leap in your continuing podiatric career.  One of the best ways to get your name out there is TO ACTUALLY GET OUT THERE.  Of course visiting doctor’s offices on an individual basis, hanging out in the doctor’s lounge at your local hospital, and advertising in the mass media are all traditional ways which will help you succeed in this.  But getting out into the community, whether it’s to physicians, other medical specialties, or even the community at large can be a highly valuable and time-effective way of increasing your practice referral bases.  What differs in this realm of marketing and practice management is that giving talks to crowds can not only convey to the audience what type of caring physician you are, but also lets them know what you do! Surprisingly many people, including other physicians, do not know what we do on a daily basis.  If you are a specialist in niches of podiatric medicine this expertise can quite often go overlooked by most patients or potential referral sources. What I have come up with in the next few paragraphs will hopefully get you going to promote yourself and grow your practice, while at the same time furthering the general knowledge and perception of what a podiatric physician is and what we do.

Who to lecture to?                                 

Different audiences for your presentation can include, but are not limited to:

· Primary care physicians
· Physical therapists
· Nurse practitioners/physician assistants
· Chiropractors

· The community at large
· Other medical specialties

Play to The Specific Audience 

Understanding who your audience is, and what they may desire from your presentation is key. Here is an example of setting up a talk at a local hospital to other physicians.

“Diagnosis and Treatment of Common Foot conditions & How it Relates to other Fields of Medicine”

The example above, targeted at physicians for a hospital based talk, can be short and sweet while accomplishing the first goal: getting them to come.  The medical staff or human resources department of the hospital can aid in disseminating this title to the physicians targeted.  Hospitals usually have either fax or email list serves that they blast to all members.  Included in this blast can also be a list of objectives for the talk to further let the physicians know you are serious about helping them learn more.  The objectives can include such examples as:

· To provide a better understanding of what a podiatric physician treats
· Educating the other medical specialties on common foot conditions
· Furthering clinical podiatric diagnosis and treatment awareness related to the following categories
Assume nothing
Remember to cover all topics which are relevant to your practice from the most seemingly trivial diagnosis, to the most complicated.  Assume the physician audience knows nothing about what you do!  These topics should include, but should not be limited to Dermatological, Vascular, Orthopedic, Neurological, Wounds/Soft tissue, Diabetes-Related Foot and ankle ailments, and Podiatric Sports medicine.  Each individual lecture should be tailored to compliment your specific type of practice, be it broad or a niche of podiatric care. 

Use the lectures to advertise yourself
Other non-traditional ways of marketing your practice, while complementing your lecture include advertising in hospital publications.  You can write an article describing good foot care, and/or use the publication as a declaration that you’re out there lecturing and educating the public.  Here is a sample of what a simple write-up can get you:

“Dr. Louis J. DeCaro knows just how important taking care of your feet can be.  As a current attending physician of the podiatry department, Dr. DeCaro sees all too often the havoc that years of abuse can have on our feet.  In order to educate the local community about proper foot care, he has begun a lecture series entitled, “Taking Care of Your Feet.” During this informational question and answer session, he covers such topics as the most common foot problems, foot care for the diabetic, the importance of shoes, and when to seek medical attention for the foot.”

Inspirations & illustrations 

Beginning your presentation with a funny story, joke, or inspirational quote can be an effective way of connecting with the audience on a more personal level, while gently commandeering their attention.  Throughout the presentation this tactic can also be performed effectively through the use of various illustrations.  

Anyone of us can show a picture of a horribly gross wound or ulcer, but changing gears from this typical morbid approach can be quite helpful.  Using pictures lighter and more fun in nature can further solidify a more personable tone.  Eliciting a varied spectrum of emotions will give you a much better chance of being remembered. 

Oh Yeah I Almost Forgot to Mention……….

At the last AAPPM meeting one of the many amazing member benefits included the distribution, to each and every person, of a complete PowerPoint presentation of the actual presentation I just spoke about.   Just another reason to join this fabulous organization!  Contact Gary Adams for more information and/or to join at 978-689-4701 or Aappmexecdir@aol.com.

So if you are a practitioner, either just getting started or taking a new leap in your continuing podiatric career, take my advice and market yourself in any way. You will benefit in ways you never imagined.
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The picture above is a great one to illustrate the article!
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Dr. DeCaro is in private practice in South Deerfield, MA. He currently is on the Massachusetts board of trustees, and is currently the Educational chair and PPAC coordinator for that state. One of Dr. DeCaro’s ongoing goals is to help ease the transition from resident to new practitioner. He can be reached with questions, comments or just to share ideas anytime at drlouisjames@aol.com or by visiting his website www.decaropodiatry.com.

This Could Be You!








