Promoting Yourself….If You Don’t, Who Will? by Jerold H. Fleishman, DPM
How would you like to open the newspaper one morning and find a feature story about you and your practice? Or imagine that whenever an article or story about podiatry in your local area appears in print, radio or TV, you’re the one who is quoted. That’s Public Relations!

Next to getting a personal referral, Public Relations is the most reliable way to create the reputation necessary to attract patients to you. 

We’ve all seen interviews and news stories on TV and in the newspapers, featuring professionals in our community, such as the tax attorney interviewed on the local news at tax time or local doctors quoted on stories about medical advances. Have you ever asked yourself why you weren’t  included? Even if you are the most outstanding expert or authority, if no one knows about you, no one will know to call you.

Some businesses pay thousands of dollars a month to PR firms, just to make sure their name gets into these features. But you can very easily initiate a Public Relations promotion program on a comfortable budget, and develop a greater awareness of your practice among the patients you’re trying to attract. 

Promotion is communicating with your potential patients about your practice, by drawing attention to your practice, so that ultimately, they’ll want to choose your practice.

Successful promotion of your practice includes a combination of two basic elements: Public Relations and Advertising. Directly and indirectly, both Public Relations and Advertising raise awareness of Podiatric Medicine, educate and drive patients to your practice, and encourage referrals from existing patients and other healthcare providers. However, there are subtle but significant differences between the two.

A major difference between advertising and Public Relations is that Public Relations is not paid for. As a result, editorial coverage by a reporter (either print or broadcast) is basically out of your control. The reporter will cover your story at their discretion: If it seems newsworthy, timely or important, they’ll publish it. But in the final analysis, it’s up to them.

And when someone else says something positive about you on their own, it’s much more credible than when you say something good about yourself. In fact, Business Magazine reported that a news story is actually 3 times more believable than an ad!  

Public Relations has both advantages and disadvantages. On the positive side, getting unbiased coverage in the media, is much more credible to your patient base, than running advertising, promoting yourself.  Public relations also helps you maintain a higher profile within your specialty, as compared to your competitors. Which in turn, increases your credibility among both patients and PCP referrers. Best of all, Public Relations is free. That is, unless you hired a PR firm to do it for you.  And lastly, if you get involved in your community in order to give something back, it will end up coming back to you in positive PR many times over.

Now, to the downsides of Public Relations. It’s very time intensive to develop PR programs, and consequently, getting results can take awhile. That’s why it takes a bit of creativity to coordinate getting media coverage for you or your project.

Generally speaking, the more of your time a marketing activity requires, the less money it costs you…and vice versa. For example. Programs like networking and public relations can be very time intensive but usually entail little out-of–pocket expense, whereas advertising and sales promotion don’t require as much of your time to develop, but can be very expensive on a cost per patient basis. 

A careful analysis of your practice will lead to the two major components involved in developing a workable Public Relations strategy.  First, who is your target audience?  Who are you trying to reach with your marketing program? It might consist of the PCP’s you’re trying to get more referrals from, or, talking to the general public about why they should choose your office. The business community makes a very desirable target, because they’re influential people in the community, or you could be focusing your practice in the areas of sports medicine, geriatrics or pediatrics and want to reach this particular audience. 

Secondly, what’s your hook?   In marketing and advertising circles, it’s important to find a “niche”…something you can talk about, and your competitors can’t…which is what’s known as a “Unique Selling Proposition!” For example, you might have a brand new office that’s state-of the-art in your community, and would make a great news story, or maybe you have some new and different services to offer that differentiates you from the competition. The media loves to hear about new and innovative surgical techniques, especially if you have some success stories! You might want to sponsor a special event that ties into your particular area of interest such as sports medicine or diabetes. An example might be a walk for diabetes tied in with National Diabetes Month or a runner’s clinic associated with a major road race. 

There are a number of community programs that could tie in with podiatry, from Shoes for the Homeless to coordinating with a charity such as The Walk for March of Dimes. Using a series of lectures or seminars, you could discuss foot health issues like arthritis or pediatric foot problems. This will position you, as knowledgeable in these areas, and will have the effect of indirectly, promoting you and your practice. 

Once you’ve decided who you’re targeting the message to, and determined what you’re going to say, the ultimate step is how to get the message out there. In the ideal world, when a story about foot related problems is going to be discussed in the media, we all want a podiatrist to be the one who is sought out for a quote. And in your local community, that person should be YOU! That will only happen when you start to develop relationships with the local radio and TV stations and local newspapers.

A great source to utilize is the Communications or PR Dept. of your local hospital. You’ll find them to be a gold mine of opportunity and they’ll bend over backwards to help you promote your practice when you demonstrate your willingness to volunteer as a speaker, write articles for the hospital newsletter, participate in health fairs or generally just be available for public relations opportunities.  It’s important to recognize that most doctors don’t want to put in the time, or don’t appreciate the power of Public Relations. But once you start to make yourself available to different resources or show interest, the opportunities will present themselves.

There are two directions that you can take. The first is promoting yourself directly to the media. Consumers receive most of their knowledge about health issues from the print and broadcast media. That’s why it’s important for you to position yourself as the local resource, for accurate and up-to-date information on foot health and podiatric medicine. To do this, you need to make contact with the lifestyle and health feature reporters for the local newspaper, radio station and cable TV outlet. 

One way to start this process of reaching these feature reporters is to begin using some of the pre-written press releases on various topics provided by both the APMA and the American College of Foot Surgeons. They’re designed so that all you have to do is put your name on them, and submit them. After awhile, the reporters are going to know who you are and start calling you for your opinion. 

Direct promotion to consumers is probably the most fun and exciting aspect of practice promotion. From organizing or participating in special events to speaking at seminars to teaching a class…there are many innovative and creative ways to promote your practice. 

Special events targeted at the general community are an excellent tool for marketing your practice. You can either create and design a new event or get involved with a pre-existing event. Some examples include

working at local road races or health walks by setting up a foot health tent for runners and walkers. You might consider developing a program entitled “Walk with your Doc” in which you will be the main celebrity and your patients and their families will all join you in a walk to raise money for a charity of your choice. It can be short, like 5 miles, and you can even tie in with other partial sponsors such as a bottled water company, sneaker manufacturer, physical therapy group or a radio station. This can develop into a yearly event and will generate tremendous publicity and good will! 

Partner with a local health club to create exercise and wellness programs. You could even create a “healthy patient award.” Or partner with the local AARP chapter to design “Senior Health Day” which could involve various screenings and giveaways.

Sponsor a scholarship award to a local high school student interested in pursuing a career in medicine. Here, you might arrange to present the award at graduation ceremonies, in front of families and  friends. 

Continuing education and adult education are excellent opportunities to promote yourself and get business. You get your name marketed in the community, get attention and credibility for free, and get paid for your time. Teaching a class, no matter where it is, positions you as an authority. 

When you joint venture with another professional, it’s a “win-win” situation for both parties. For example, you could offer your patients a free coupon towards a massage or a health club membership for referring new patients. Or join forces and have a relationship with a like-minded business to build a patient base together. This might entail working with a shoe store, chiropractor, massage therapist, nutritionist or health club. You might want to consider developing a group-referral program where you coordinate with other professionals such as optometrists and chiropractors to refer to each other. 

Joining a civic organization like the Chamber of Commerce, Kiwanis, Rotary or Lions Club puts you in the position as a good-will ambassador in the community and allows you to network easily among other local business people. You’ll be added to the club’s local business directory and receive free publicity in their newsletter. These types of organizations have committees that you can volunteer for and if they don’t have a Healthcare committee, you can start one. 

Being a guest on TV and radio talk shows is where you can really have some fun. Honestly, it’s not difficult to get yourself on, and this will really get you some attention among your target audience. For radio, your best bet is a local station whose demographics match your target audience, and has locally produced call-in talk shows. Call the station and share your interest in doing a show on foot problems. If that doesn’t work, then buy a small flight of radio commercials and share your ideas with the local salesperson. At that point, they’ll be more likely to want to keep you happy by getting you on the air, so you’ll buy more advertising. But of course, you’ll become so popular, they’ll keep asking you back and you may even get your own show! 

This same philosophy can work for Cable TV. All local stations have Health Shows and are constantly looking for new topics. The great thing about these programs, is that they keep replaying them at different times of the day for months, and by being a guest, you position yourself as an authority. In most cases, you can suggest to the host, various ideas for the programs, which can run from a discussion of bunions and shoes to foot surgery to sports medicine. 

One of the most powerful Public Relations tools you have at your disposal will cost you absolutely nothing out of pocket, but will generate more positive response than you could ever imagine. Simply volunteer your time or donate your services to the community. Not only will you help others, but you’ll help yourself as well. So many of our communities have needs ranging from the homeless to after school programs to reading illiteracy.  Unfortunately, there aren’t enough people who have the time, or care enough, to help. And when you extend yourself and put yourself out there, it will come back to you in spades. Pick something that’s meaningful to you, and get involved. 

Today, more than ever, consumers are educating themselves about their health, especially if they or their family members are affected by chronic diseases such as diabetes and arthritis. And most importantly, they’re interested in prevention and management options. This is where the opportunity presents itself to reach out to your target audiences. There is an excellent selection of prepared lectures on a variety of subjects on both slides and CD’s from The Podiatry Institute. The lectures are already written, all you have to do is give them. 

Contact organizations such as Kiwanis Clubs, Lions Clubs, Rotary Clubs and Women’s Clubs and offer to speak on foot health related issues such as diabetes, arthritis or peripheral neuropathy. Other venues that are always interesting are churches, synagogues, libraries and Boy Scout troops. These groups are always looking for speakers. Consider inviting the public to a special seminar, perhaps for patients with diabetes, or coordinate a program with another specialty. At my hospital, we were able to put together a “ Sports Medicine Men’s Night ” with two orthopedists and myself, one talking about knees, the other about shoulders and me talking about foot and ankle injuries. The press coverage was fantastic and we had an audience of more than a hundred people. 

Along the lines of your local hospital being a great resource, they helped me and my associate to put on a program this past December entitled “Your Feet Don’t Have to Hurt”. The hospital did all the newspaper advertising and came up with the idea of tying in the lecture presentation with our “Shoes for the Homeless” program. Everyone attending was asked to bring a pair of used shoes as the price of admission for the program. In this particular case, everybody won, as the hospital fulfilled its community service, the homeless got more shoes and our practice attracted new patients. 

Presenting seminars is a highly effective way of positioning yourself in the community. They act as a promotional vehicle that increases awareness of the services you offer and demonstrates your expertise on the topic. Ultimately, you become the spokesperson for podiatry and with that, comes name recognition, and media attention. 

Consider contacting large businesses in your area. Sometimes they’ll have large company health fairs that would be a natural for foot screenings. Talk with the Occupational Health Nurse or Human Resources Department and offer to come in for some brown bag lunchtime presentations on topics like sports medicine or heel pain. Another idea that has worked well is to contact your local town government and offer free foot screenings for town employees. I’ve done this for both the Fire Dept and Post Office and received some great publicity in the local newspapers, as well as getting new patients. 

Actions speak louder than words. Community involvement raises your profile and can ignite a beginning practice or bolster an already established one. Being involved in the community demonstrates that you care about where you work and are willing to give something back, which is not easily ignored. 

The Shoes For The Homeless program which we call “Put Someone Else in Your Shoes” is a marvelous way to reach out to both patients and non-patients alike. I happen to run a free foot clinic at a local homeless shelter, and this program is a natural for my office. Every year, our drive is covered by TV, radio and newspaper, as it grows year by year. Now, we have a number of patients getting involved, using the program as a community outreach for their schools and churches. 

If you have a certain area of interest or expertise such as sports medicine, geriatrics or pediatric podiatry, become actively involved with groups and activities that will afford you exposure to those targeted audiences
Suggestions include becoming actively involved with the PTA at your child’s school, or serving on community project boards such as the United Way or American Red Cross. You could volunteer as a physician for local football, hockey or soccer teams, or sponsor a youth sports team. You might even get the name of your practice printed on the back of their uniforms. 

When it comes right down to it, you have two choices: you can let your practice grow by itself… or take an active interest in helping it grow. 

If you haven’t engaged in any Public Relations activities before, it may seem overwhelming. But let me assure you, it’s very doable. And you don’t have to do all these things at once. Pick out what’s most comfortable for you, and start slowly. 

But most of all, make a commitment to do something. You’ll soon find that as your practice grows, you’ll need to spend less of your time getting business… and more time doing the work you want to do. 
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