Winning Strategies for a Patient-Centered Practice by Jane Graebner, DPM
Twenty years ago when I started in practice, I had a lot fewer patients and a lot more time on my hands. I read numerous books, my favorite of which was Bob Levoy’s “The Successful Professional Practice”. He discussed many simple ideas to elevate a satisfied patient into an enthusiastic one who will have a higher level of motivation to refer others to your practice.

All of us have the experience of dining in a newly opened restaurant.  If the food is marginal and the service poor, it is unlikely you will ever return.  I’m certain you have also dined in a well-established restaurant. Here you receive a tasty meal that is served promptly in a pleasant atmosphere.  You also feel the value and portion size exceeded your expectations.  This is the restaurant you will frequent and you will find yourselves suggesting it to friends and relatives.

This analogy can apply to a medical practice.  Since the patient’s impetus to seek a podiatrist’s care is almost always a negative one (i.e. pain, injury, deformity), it is likely that most of these individuals are not looking forward to the experience of visiting your office.  If you can make this encounter more pleasant and provide services that exceed their expectations, you will find the phone ringing off the hook with new patients.  (You had better put in a second phone line.)  

Early in practice, I subscribed to a program that sent you a cassette tape program each month with the option of listening and returning it or purchasing it. I kept almost half of these programs and they helped shape my philosophy of patient care and my team approach to staff development.  I highly recommend the tape series entitled “Life, Hope, and Healing” by Bernie S. Siegel M.D. It opened my eyes to an entirely new view of medical care.

During my residency program, I visited the office of every attending podiatrist and they freely gave me copies of their forms and a great wealth of advice.  After opening the doors of my own practice, I spent additional time meeting many of my colleagues in neighboring cities.  Again, they were generous in their sharing of information and I saw the pride they took in the unique nature of their individual practices.

My early efforts included a 10-week Dale Carnegie course, an experience I’d encourage everyone to consider.  The principles in his book “How to Win Friends and Influence People” are still applicable many years after its first publication. This book significantly improved my relationships with patients, employees, and referring doctors.

During my reading, I came across a concept that has stuck with me all these years.  The Japanese business owners use a philosophy called “kaizen” – which means “steady, gradual improvement”. I adopted this strategy many years ago and as a result, I continue to make small changes in my office that produce a steady growth in referrals and new patients.

As I look around my current office, I remember starting in a 600 square foot facility that provided space for 3 treatment rooms and only 4 chairs in the waiting room. Since patients often brought family members, I soon observed that patients with sore feet were being forced to stand while they waited.  This was unacceptable.  My staff consisted of one young woman who was forced to wear many hats in my office. She was a receptionist, billing clerk, surgical assistant, x-ray tech, and much more. But boy was it a disaster on the day she called in sick! 

Now I enjoy ample space in a 4000 square foot building just a block away from that first location.  The office has 8 treatment rooms and a surgical suite. The waiting room has an abundance of chairs and my staff has grown to 5 full-time assistants and 1 part-time transcriptionist.  This transformation occurred slowly, but I continue to spend a portion of my yearly budget on improvements.  

It is my intent to share with you many of these changes that I implemented over the years.  Some of these suggestions will not be appropriate for your style of practice. Some may not be practical for the size and physical design of your office.  But I offer them freely as my colleagues over the years have given them so generously to me.  Very few of these ideas were actually originated by me, but I must confess, I can no longer remember their exact source.  So please take what you like and leave the rest. Hopefully you will be inspired to adopt the philosophy of “kaizen” in your practice.

Improving Your Office Facility
· Keep your glass windows in the front office open and remove them as soon as possible. 


This barrier is one of the most unfriendly, yet commonly encountered, design elements in most medical offices. In my office, patients are greeted by a smiling face instead of a glass obstacle. This change will keep your staff more attune to the waiting room, instead of ignoring patients as they wait.  It has the added benefit of insuring your staff conducts themselves in a professional manner since they are easily heard and seen by the patients they serve.

· Design a child’s play area in your waiting room.


Most parents these days have a significant time problem and when you make it easier to bring their children along, it will be greatly appreciated.  This area will also make children feel welcome when they are the patient. I designed a “play pit” lined with soft carpet.  We furnish a variety of sturdy toys and books and we are sure to avoid small objects that a little one could choke on.  These toys are washed down with a disinfectant every month to ensure cleanliness.  I quickly learned that noisy toys will annoy adults and your staff, especially when one employee confessed they’d removed the squeaker from a frog puppet in desperation for peace and quiet.  

· Keep your magazines current and try to choose unusual ones.


I avoid the common weekly magazines like People and Sports Illustrated that accumulate too quickly and are available at every grocery store checkout.  Some of my patients’ favorites are Country Living, Family Fun, Working Mother, National Geographic Traveler, Midwest Living, Gourmet, and Money.  We put old issues in patients’ charts if they request them and we freely copy recipes or articles on our copier machine if asked.

· Play soothing music.


I’ll never forget sitting in my dentist’s office station when an older gentleman leaned over and said to me quietly, “Isn’t that music awful?” Then I realized that we were listening to the same rock ‘n roll station that I played in my office.  The wrong type of music can be irritating to many individuals and will contribute to their general discomfiture.  So I quit listening to the music I liked and chose a more sedate, soft jazz station that borders on “elevator music”.  Music should be a pleasant background in your office and not an assault on a patient’s ears.

· Consider redecorating your office.


Be sure to include bright colors, interesting pictures, and sturdy, yet comfortable waiting room chairs.  A post-op patient of mine recently suggested padded footrests for elevating their feet while they wait and I purchased two immediately.

· Install handrails for elderly, debilitated, or post-op patients in your hallways.  


Over the years, this small addition has proved to be utilized every day.  I painted them to be inconspicuous against the wall and patients seem to instinctively use them for added balance and security.

· Put air fresheners in all treatment rooms.


This is the age of aromatherapy.  The sense of smell is very primitive and can strongly influence emotions.  When patients detect the smell of alcohol or other medicinal odors, they almost instinctively begin to feel the level of anxiety increase.  Let’s face it – doctors’ offices are not the most pleasant place to spend your time and little things can make their visit more pleasant.  I use plug-in air fresheners that have a small bottle of vanilla scented oil. These last 60 days and I ask my cleaning staff to mark their calendars and replace them as needed.

· Place a pamphlet rack in your waiting room. 


Patients love to diagnose themselves and they eagerly take these educational items home, not only for themselves, but also for their friends and relatives as well.  Be sure to have a shiny gold label affixed to each one with your name, address and phone number and watch your new patient volume increase.  

· Keep your treatment rooms meticulously clean. 


Invest in a small lightweight vacuum cleaner and ask assistants to use it after each patient.  While waiting in the treatment room, most patients will be scrutinizing everything around them.  They will read your diplomas and certificates (which unfortunately hint at my age). The presence of medical items such as colorful glass bottles, instruments and, of course, the threatening appearance of the nail burr can often add to their fear. I suggest hiding as much as possible from their sight.  


But the biggest complaint I’ve heard from patients is how dirty their last podiatrist’s office was.  One lady actually witnessed the doctor take his arm and sweep the debris from the last patient onto the floor and invite her to sit in the same chair.  This is inexcusable and easily rectified. You should remember that the majority of your patients are women and they can be very particular about cleanliness.  So my strong suggestion is to make your staff equally concerned about it.

· Place a diaper changing station on the wall of your bathroom. 


It was only recently that I realized mothers were laying their children on the rug in our hall or on the floor of the bathroom to change diapers. I remember those days and what a blessing it was to have a clean place to perform this task at waist level.  Rubbermaid makes a very affordable one that is mounted to the wall and can be brought down for use.

Increasing The Comfort Of Your Patient
· Start every patient encounter with a “touch”. 


My trademark is to enter the treatment room and immediately shake hands with my patient while maintaining eye contact.  If this is a new patient, I introduce myself and pronounce my (less than easy) last name for them.  Then I make an attempt to pronounce theirs and ask them to correct me.   Writing their last name phonetically on the chart label will prevent future mispronunciations.  Dale Carnegie often said that a person’s name is “music to their ears”.  I suggest you use their name often during conversation.  If I have an occasional cold, I inform the patient that I don’t want to spread germs today so I shake their foot instead.  They laugh and appreciate the gesture. Of course, some special patients get a hug or a two-handed shake for extra encouragement. Be sure to remember that arthritis patients can often have significant pain in their hands so use a gentle grip.

· Ask the patient how they wish to be addressed. 


This question is at the bottom of our patient entry form.  Although the majority of patients give us permission to use their first name only, many senior citizens prefer to be addressed as Mr. or Mrs.  Occasionally, the patient has a nickname or goes by their middle name. We type the preferred name on the chart label in parentheses.  But since our staff often refers to the computer-generated charge slip when addressing a patient, we are careful to enter their name in this manner in our computer as well.

· Ask the patient what their “expectations” of this visit are. 


You will be surprised at the answers to this question.  I remember a patient complaining that their previous foot doctor didn’t even bother to take x-rays.  The implication was that the doctor was not truly interested in their medical problem.   In the past, I had considered it cost-conscious and thoughtful not to x-ray every new patient.  But if they expect this service, I always provide it willingly.  Many people indicate when asked this question that they don’t want surgery or they hate needles.  Occasionally, a patient will say they want me to magically make them better on the first visit so I purchased a magic wand that I’ve been known to wave over their feet for a good laugh. (The wand works great on small children with warts!) 

· Offer a cup of coffee, tea, or water to each patient.  


Just as you welcome visitors to your home with refreshments, this simple, inexpensive act has been so well appreciated over the years.  When covering a colleague’s practice, he recently informed me that I was “spoiling” his patients that came to my office for emergency care. They began asking him why he didn’t serve them coffee.  The coffee supplies are bought in bulk and we keep our pot on a counter in a central area.  If you really don’t want to use staff time for this service, put a coffee station out in the waiting room and let it be self-serve.  It will still be a definite plus to your patients.

· Make sure your restroom has an abundant, visible supply of toilet paper.


I purchased a small wall-mounted cabinet for this purpose right near the toilet along with a handrail for my older folks.  Just think about the embarrassment and frustration you feel when you’re stuck without any TP.  Remember, little things really matter.

· Never draw up an injection in front of a patient.


This is really a thoughtless act that can cause major anxiety.  We usually start the week by drawing up several injections that we commonly use. Be sure to label them with the contents and date.  We always hide the injection in the debris tray at the end of the chair. My assistants are very adept at subtly gliding the syringe out of their pocket and into that tray without being detected. 


Consider using local anesthetic injections for even minor procedures such as debriding a painful corn or ingrown nail border.  I ask the patient if they’d prefer a “30-second hurt” rather than a continuing pain that may last a few minutes. You’d be surprised how many will chose the shot and will appreciate the relief it provides. 


Before any injection, lay the patient’s head back and block as much of their view as possible. This is best accomplished by placing you or your assistant with their back to the patient and leaning inward while gently securing their leg. 


Also, never insult a patient’s intelligence by stating “this won’t hurt much”. You don’t know how they feel. It is also not humorous to remark that “this shot didn’t hurt me at all”. Injections are not comical to the person receiving them. People really appreciate being kept informed of what you’re doing at all times so be honest with them. Never insert the needle without warning them that they will feel a “stick”. Afterwards, any expression of empathy you offer will be warmly received. I reward kids with a soda pop after an injection.

· Use a teddy bear for office surgical procedures.


Patients appreciate something to hold on to especially when you administer the local anesthetic.  We often thought it’d be helpful if the bear had arms and legs that could be pulled off and reattached with velcro later. Then the patient could really express their emotions!

· Get a low large stepstool to assist short patients.


A woodworker created a custom-made one for our needs and even included a skid-resistant top cover. Being “vertically challenged” myself, I guess it was easy for me to notice the difficulty some patients experienced getting up into the treatment chair.

· Dispense products that can save your patients time and/or money.  


Several years ago, I began purchasing pre-packaged prescription medications from a company called Prescript.  This assured us of always having on hand antibiotics, pain medication, quinine, NSAIDS, pre-operative sedatives, etc.   Patients can purchase a bottle of Keflex 500 mg bid for 10 days for a mere $8.00.  This is lower than most prescription co-payments.  But the best advantage is that I’m sure the patient will begin the medication immediately.


We also offer gel cold/hot packs for only $3.00 for post-operative use. Our favorite is a product called Seal Tight, a waterproof protection for casts, post-operative dressings, or tapings that is virtually “mistake-proof”.  This $20 item will definitely reduce the number of times a patient phones to report they got their cast or bandages wet….and you know those calls always come on the weekends at your home.

· Get a wheelchair for your office.


I found a nice wheelchair at a local garage sale complete with foot rests. This item has been invaluable in helping patients in and out of our office and transporting them down the hall for x-rays.  You will find many practical uses for a wheelchair and this will express the concern your have for your patient’s comfort and safety.

· Consider lending crutches and walkers for free. 


Many patients have donated their used crutches and walkers to our office and we have gratefully accepted them.  Over the years, we learned the hard way that you should have a sign-out sheet to locate them or some are never returned.  A local pharmacy also started lending these at no charge and if we are temporarily low on inventory, we refer them there.  As you can imagine, the patient often fills their prescription at the same time.

Boosting Staff Morale And Output 
· Purchase soda pop for your staff.
This small expense has stopped employees from sending a “designated runner” across the street to McDonald’s every day for afternoon refreshments.  Now they can just open the refrigerator in the lounge and help themselves.  We also furnish flavored water as a healthy alternative.
· Place a water cooler in a well-traveled area of your office.

This cooler will be utilized by both your staff and patients. Although this could mean more frequent bathroom breaks for everyone, it is estimated that more than 60% of the U.S. population are dehydrated.  Drinking an adequate amount of water can keep up your metabolism and will often result in better energy levels for everyone.
· Order back cushions for your front office staff.

This comfort device was inspired by a chiropractor who sells these in his office. I purchased one on a trial basis and a majority of the front office staff requested one after trying it out.  Also remember to reposition computer screens to help with headaches and neck pain.  Buying larger computer monitors really helped cut down on data entry errors especially since my older staff members are resisting reading glasses (and so am I).
· Order name badges for each employee.

We want our patients to develop a personal relationship with our staff.  So we make it easy for patients to learn their names by purchasing name badges with first names only.  Once in awhile you might give $5 to any staff member who is wearing their badge on a particular day.  This practice will make your staff realize that their name badge is an important part of their uniform.
· Put photos of your office staff with a brief biography in a picture frame and mount them in your waiting room. 

Try to take the photo while the employee is on-the-job.  For instance, taking a picture of your back office nurse in scrubs with a mask hanging around her neck tells patients that you do surgery. You could photograph another assistant taking an x-ray which informs patients that you offer this service in your office.  Your receptionist should be pictured answering the phone. Label each photo with their first name in large print so your patients can easily learn the names of your staff.  Staff members in my office always answer the phone using their name as well. 


In the biography, we mention how long the staff member has been employed in our office, their primary job description and general information about their family, hobbies, special skills, even where they were raised.  Patients not only read these biographies, but they will strike up a conversation about an interest they share with that staff member. This builds connections between your staff and the patients they help treat.  Be sure to include a photo of yourself and a brief description of your education, training, family, and hobbies.
· Order personalized business cards for each staff member.

Be sure to include your logo and business name as the primary focus.  Then print your employee’s name and job description below.  You might even use humorous titles such as “insurance goddess” or “queen of appointment scheduling”.   You could reward staff members with a $50 bonus for every new patient that presented their business card at the initial visit.  Employees have been known to hand out their cards to the cashier at the grocery store or the waitress that serves them lunch. This unites your staff in the common goal of promoting your practice and generating new patients at every opportunity.  


Besides, business cards are a status symbol and it makes a person feel important to see their name in print.  You might even ask them if they want their home telephone number on this card and they can use it for their own purposes.  I can’t count how many times I’ve seen people tear out the preprinted deposit ticket from the back of their checkbook to give someone their name and phone number.  A personal e-mail address could also be included if they desire.
· Consider allowing all staff members to wear uniforms if they desire.

You might add a uniform allowance each year as an added benefit. My front office staff was excited to wear uniforms when it was offered. Not only did this save them money that they normally spent on business clothes, but athletic shoes are much more comfortable than dress shoes any day.  This alteration in our dress code allowed the front office staff to assist with patients whenever needed without worry of ruining their good clothes.


Let’s face it – the work place is becoming much more casual and relaxed in their dress code.  Wearing a uniform feels a lot like wearing pajamas to work. They are loose fitting and let you move freely. And when staff members feel more comfortable, it improves their work performance and makes smiling much easier.  


A uniform has another more subtle benefit. When patients see an employee in a uniform, they tend to think of them as medical professionals.  All of my employees have some medical knowledge and training.  The uniform is an outward expression of these skills.  Employees feel a sense of importance and they identify with each other as equally valued team members. 
· Make sure you celebrate each employee’s birthday and all special occasions.

You’ll be surprised how much a birthday card, a $25 gift certificate, and a catered lunch will make a staff member feel valued and recognized.  The added benefit is that they never forget your birthday either.  


We always celebrate a Christmas dinner with staff members and their spouses.  One year I even hired a limousine complete with champagne to take them to and from the restaurant. This allowed them all to celebrate equally without the need for a designated driver.  I usually buy corsages for the women and boutonnières for the men. My Christmas bonus is often a gift certificate to help them with their own Christmas shopping, but often I purchase a small gift for each one.  Over the years, I have purchased sheepskin slippers, hand mirrors, wallets, earrings, necklaces, candles, wine decanter with glasses, and the like. 


When you travel, it is nice to bring back a small token of your appreciation such as macadamia nuts from Hawaii or blackberry jam made in Alaska.  I always take time to send a postcard to the office staff as well.  


Our office also has a summer social event that has become a tradition. We have dinner and drinks at a local racetrack and I furnish $25 betting money.  It has always been an enjoyable evening for the past 10 years.
· Provide CPR training for all your staff and keep it updated. 

My local hospital has many instructors that come to your office and train the whole staff in a few hours for a reasonable fee. This can be arranged for a time you are out of the office. How knows?  The life they could save someday might be yours.

· Write a team handbook and invite staff input.


All staff members devised the mission statement for our office.  Together we wrote several sentences which can be summarized as “Caring – Service – Pride & Enjoyment”.  As you may surmise, we care about our patients enough to provide quality service in all areas of our office and this leads to pride and enjoyment in a job well done.  I included a list of the qualities I value in team members such as honesty, cooperation, and growth.


The team handbook acts as our “Bible” that we refer to in every situation.  It explicitly states what to do in even unusual circumstances such as jury duty or funeral leave.  Almost every possible question is answered and if we come upon a deficit, we quickly discuss it and develop a policy.  This manual is updated about every three years.  


I have learned just how important it is to put everything in written form and to always treat every employee exactly the same.  Traditionally, many doctors migrate to their senior staff members who have been employed the longest when they have a question or problem.  Perhaps they are simply more comfortable with this person.  But beware - staff members can be very competitive and jealous.  You need to make every employee feel equally important which can be a challenge.


Never forget to say thank you to each individual especially at the end of a busy day.  Once I gave an employee a small foot key chain for their 5-year anniversary. I quickly forgot about this gift until the next employee reached their 5-year mark.  They were quick to ask where their key chain was.  So learn from my many mistakes - treat all staff members equally as the valued team members they are. 


When I changed my employee manual to a team handbook, I also abandoned the traditional pyramid of office organization.  My original view was outlined in this common manner:
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This traditional hierarchy was eliminated for a more meaningful one that truly reflects a patient-oriented team approach. In the new design, the patient is at the center of a wheel that is composed of all your staff members.  The Doctor impacts on the patient through the staff as depicted below:
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I inform all team members that when everyone is doing their best, then the wheel seems to roll smoothly, but when one team member is missing or is not performing up to the highest level, then the wheel provides a bumpy and uneven ride.  In this manner, all team members’ contributions are considered equally important in providing a high quality of care to our patients.

· Initiate a medical and dependent care savings plan.


This benefit will be valuable to you as well as your staff members.  Our plan document was written by our accountant and although there is another annual tax form to file once the plan is in place, it really is a special benefit you can easily offer.  The plan applies to everyone, but they can opt not to participate.  A certain amount is chosen by the employee to be deducted from their gross salary each paycheck for either medical care, dependent care, or both.  These monies remain within your checking account and the employee fills out a form to be reimbursed for these non-covered medical expenses and/or childcare expenses. The dependent care can also apply to an aging parent that requires day care or even a summer camp that houses your child for a week and is responsible for their care during that time. 


Any money that is not reimbursed to an employee by the anniversary date of the plan remains the property of the corporation.  This fact prompts most participants to be conservative in the amount deducted. As you may realize, you are paying these bills with pre-tax dollars which can create a significant savings especially when an employee is paying weekly for childcare.

· Purchase a team jacket or embroidered shirt for each team member.  


Our staff has a collared golf shirt and a long-sleeved denim shirt with their name and our logo embroidered on them.  We order from the Lands End business catalogue due to their good quality.  On Fridays, we have “dress-down” day which can include shorts or jeans with one of these shirts.  The patients really like to see us color coordinated.  Be sure to order one for you as well. 


A few years back I also purchased satin team jackets with our company logo and name on the back. The team member’s name was sewn on the front.  These jackets made my staff members easily identified as a team especially when they lunched together in a restaurant.

· Reward cross-training and sharing of information.


In the state of Ohio, any employee operating a x-ray machine must attend 2 days of training and pass a certifying exam.  Additional training is required every few years to maintain this license.  My entire front office staff recently volunteered to undergo this grueling process to allow greater flexibility especially when a back office assistant is ill or on vacation.  


Our front office staff can already assist with a P&A nail procedure, apply a taping, draw up an injection, take a medical history, and clean a treatment room.  Several of my staff became certified phlebotomists during one of my vacations.  This education was provided free of charge by one of the laboratories we utilize.  


Two of my assistants are on staff at my local hospital as “allied health professionals” which allows them to assist me in the hospital operating room.  I was tired of never knowing how quickly or easily a surgical case could be performed due to the constant turnover of the OR techs at the hospital.  So I bring one of my own staff members since they always know what an Austin bunionectomy is.  


Periodically, I reward employees with either a bonus or a merit pay raise based on their willingness to acquire new knowledge and expand their job descriptions. I once read a book called “The One Minute Manager” that stressed one basic principle – you get more of the behavior you reward.  Likewise, the corollary is you get less of the behavior you ignore.  I’ve tried to remember this simple advice even as I raised my children.  Think about it. If your toddler throws a temper tantrum in the grocery store check-out line because they want some candy, and you decide in desperation to buy it, what will happen the next time?  They act out even louder because you have rewarded a negative behavior.  So it is with your staff.  If they work harder and you do not show them your appreciation, you can be sure they will not continue these efforts.  But if you truly reward them, you will watch them attain even greater heights.

· Consider establishing a monthly bonus based on gross revenues.


When your receptionist answers the phone on a Friday afternoon before a holiday weekend and a new patient has a painful infected ingrown toenail that needs attention, there is absolutely no positive motivation for her to give them an appointment that day.  The other staff members will likely complain to her because all of them will have to stay later to accommodate this emergency.  


Many years ago, I decided to institute a monthly bonus to all staff members. The bonus is not awarded in December when they receive holiday bonuses and my malpractice insurance premium is due.  During the other 11 months, my staff eagerly watches the bank deposit total at the end of each month.  If a specified monthly amount of revenue is achieved, then each team member receives a $200 bonus.  I also include higher levels of income that increase the bonus by $50 increments.  The revenue amount needed to attain this bonus is adjusted at the end of each year.  My goal is give this bonus about 5 or 6 months of the year.  


Now many of you will object to the idea of allowing staff members to focus on the income of the practice.  Don’t fool yourself.  Your staff are the people who collect the money, open the mail, enter the checks, and run the daily & monthly reports.  Even if you don’t allow them to make the actual bank deposit, they know approximately how much money is received.  So instead of hiding this fact, make them partners in your success. 


Watch your staff members promote surgery or orthotics where needed.  You’ll be amazed as their friends and relatives become your patients. These staff members are now part of a team with a common goal.  My receptionist always finds a spot for an emergency patient and no other team member dares to criticize.  They are all happy to stay later on a given day because they are all going to share financially when revenues increase.  


In these days where insurance companies are reducing payments, my practice still enjoys growth which I directly attribute to this bonus program.  Consider this bonus a “mini-profit sharing plan”.  If income does drop, the staff simply makes less in bonuses that year.  All employers know that you can never reduce an employee’s hourly salary unless you want them to quit.  So this bonus is my buffer for hard times.  I encourage all podiatrists to give this a one-year trial period and let me know your results.  I believe you will be surprised and pleased as your income increases.

Increase Referrals & Promote Your Practice 
· Be sure to send thank you notes frequently.

This practice was instilled in me long ago by my mother, but it really does produce positive results.  We ask on our patient entry form, “Whom can we thank for this referral?”  If a patient has sent them, we send a thank you card and also make note of this referral in that patient’s chart so I can thank them in person.  If we receive any gifts unless they are promotional in nature from another business, we always reply with a thank you and note this in the chart. You can get very creative with these notes.  One office sent a lottery ticket in each card and said, “Thanks a million for the referral.”  If I receive many referrals from one patient, I’ve been known to send flowers or a coupon for dinner at a local restaurant.  


Any physician who refers a patient is given a concise one-page letter describing the history, physical findings, impression, and treatment plan.  My transcriptionist has become quite skilled at constructing a first draft of this letter from the progress notes.  I simply make appropriate changes, place the final draft in a hand-addressed envelope, and put it in their hospital mailbox all within a week of the initial patient encounter.  I chose to deliver these letters in this manner, because if I mail them to the office, it is unlikely the physician will ever read the letter. Often it’s filed by the staff in the back of the patient’s chart and is never noticed.  Since most doctors pick up their own hospital mail, it is more likely they will read this letter and my efforts at coordination of care will be successful. 


I always close these letters by thanking them for allowing me to participate in the care of their patient.  Even though this statement may sound self-deprecating, many primary care physicians consider this patient as their responsibility and in their eyes, specialists play a secondary role in providing necessary services to their patients.  The respect for this relationship is conveyed in that closing statement.  I also invite them to contact me if they have any questions or concerns about this patient’s care.  This leaves the door wide open for further communication which builds bridges with these important referral sources.
· Keep business cards in each treatment room.

I have the words “SEND A FRIEND” engraved on the gold metal faceplate of business cardholders and place one in each treatment room.  I always ask my patients to refer their friends and relatives especially when I discharge them.  My usual words are “Now that you’re well and this our last visit, you have to replace yourself by sending us a new patient as nice as you.”  They laugh and often tell me how many people they’ve already mentioned our office to.  My largest referral source every year for the past 20 years is satisfied patients.  I also use these business cards to jot down a shoe recommendation, the name of a pharmacy, a type of sock I’d like them to try, their blood pressure that day, etc. on the back side.  
· Order magnetic business card holders.

Our magnets are designed to include our logo, name, phone number, address, and the words “SEND A FRIEND”.  Inside the clear plastic pocket, we insert 10-15 business cards.  These magnets are easily placed inside referral letters to patients and physicians.  Most physician offices keep them on the side of a file cabinet for easy access when referring new patients.  
· Place a sign in your waiting room that states “We are always happy to accept new patients into our practice.” 

Believe it or not, many people are simply not aware that podiatrists have a large, rotating patient base.  Although some patients with chronic problems will return on a regular basis, many of our patients have an acute problem that is eventually solved, leaving ample room to accommodate new referrals. In my opinion, new patients are the vital life-blood of a podiatric practice.  This sign makes the public aware that our doors are always open.
· Make your patient hours convenient. 


A wise surgeon in my town once told me many years ago that even though a physician’s ability is important, often affability and availability are considered of greater importance.  You need to maintain a balance between convenience for patients and the needs of your family, your staff, and yourself.  


For many years, I offered Saturday morning office hours.  These were very popular, but I also had the highest rate of “no show” appointments.  People simply forgot that they had an office visit on a weekend.  Therefore, I altered my schedule to include two evenings instead.  We open early on Mondays and Wednesdays and only work until 2:00 p.m.  On Tuesday and Thursday we start later and take lunch between 2:00 and 3:00 p.m.  Then we schedule until 7:00 p.m. on Tuesday and 6:00 p.m. on Thursday.  Fridays are reserved for surgeries and the occasional emergency appointment that occurs before the weekend.  Because we offer early morning, late evening, and even noontime appointments, we cater to almost every patient’s schedule.

· Stagger staff lunch hours to provide continual phone coverage.


It didn’t take me long to realize how many patients use their noon lunch hours to call for a doctor’s appointment.  It is absolutely essential that you have an actual person answer your phone as often as possible.  In this age of answering machines and automated phone systems, people’s frustrations are increasing. The business world may be getting more efficient, but they are creating less accessibility and less personal contact.  Patients truly appreciate a friendly voice that provides their own name and offers to assist them.   


By staggering staff lunch hours, we leave the office open all day for patients that arrive early for their afternoon appointment, for delivery of packages, etc.  I cringe when I remember patients waiting outside in the cold or rainy weather for my office door to open either in the morning or after lunch.  


One of my staff members is a “morning person” and she prefers to start work as early as possible.  So my office is open for business by 7:00 a.m. most mornings.  She gets the coffee perking and shovels snow off the walks if needed.  You’ve heard the old saying “the early bird gets the worm”.  Well, the office that opens early often gets the patient who phones for an emergency appointment after a sleepless night due to pain.  We leave a few open spaces in the schedule each day for this purpose.

Although staggered lunch hours can interfere somewhat with staff camaraderie, we have two days a week when a majority of the staff can lunch together.

· Purchase annual gifts for referring physicians.


Although Christmas is the prime gift-giving time of year, I realized that the gifts of appreciation I gave my physician colleagues were being lost among all the others.  So for many years now, I have purchased pumpkin cheesecakes at Thanksgiving time and delivered them on Tuesday before the holiday.  This has become a much-anticipated tradition by referring doctors and their staffs.  I enclose a card expressing my thanks for their continued support and friendship.  Now my gift appears special and unique and is definitely noticed and enjoyed by all.  As the list grows, I’m up to 45 cheesecakes last year.  I always bring two to my hospital operating room staff as well.  And don’t forget to give one to each of your staff for their holiday celebration!


In addition to these annual gifts, I personally visit any new internal medicine or family practice doctors in my town.  I usually deliver a plate of cookies for the staff and a book for the doctor entitled “The Color Atlas of the Foot in Clinical Diagnosis” authored by Zatouroff.  This colorful book is filled with pictures and discusses foot conditions as they relate to other diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis and diabetes.  It has always been a valuable addition to their library.

· Surprise key employees in other offices with a special gift. 


For years when referrals from PCP’s  were required for most insurance plans, my staff would often communicate with other offices 2 or 3 times a week.  Those special staff members in other medical practices that would assist us promptly and efficiently were treated to a small gift usually on Valentine’s Day or Sweetest Day in October.  


Occasionally we would have difficulty with one or two offices processing the necessary referrals in a prompt manner, so we also chose to reward these staff members for their cooperation.  You can be sure our referral requests were moved to the top of their TO DO LIST after this small incentive was received.  It takes so little sometimes to gain a person’s cooperation.  


Some of my past ideas included a candy bouquet in a ceramic sneaker or a small pot of miniature roses to keep on their desk.  Use your creativity and ask your own staff for suggestions.  One member of my staff has recommended “mouse mats” with our logo and name.  Imagine someone looking down on their desk everyday and seeing our name boldly displayed.  Interesting idea? 

· Use your fax machine to save time and trouble when obtaining referrals. 


Once an initial referral has been processed, we often need extra office visits to complete treatment.  My staff devised a request form that includes the diagnosis and a brief statement of planned treatment.  This is faxed to the referring doctor who no longer asks me for lengthy letters to keep him updated on this patient’s condition to justify the additional visits.  The form is then faxed back to us with a confirmation at the bottom that the referral has been processed.  


This process has reduced the time needed to provide information over the phone and has eliminated playing “phone tag” with their staff member responsible for referrals.  Once they have a physical piece of paper on their desk with all pertinent facts, they will more likely process this request in an efficient manner.  Phone messages are small and can get lost or forgotten much easier.

· Compose a newsletter to dispense to other medical offices.  


You might leave some newsletters on your own counter or in the waiting room as well.  This newsletter might include information on new procedures such as sclerosing injections for neuromas or shock wave treatment for plantar fasciitis.  It might chose seasonal topics such as frostbite prevention in winter and Athlete’s foot in summer.  


The American College of Foot and Ankle Surgeons has already composed newsletters that their members may download from the members section of their website.  This could save time and provide a professionally designed product. 


Newsletters such as these could also be e-mailed to your patients, provided you ask for patient e-mail addresses and create a patient address book.  People truly hunger for reliable medical advice, information that is easy to understand, and subject matter that they find interesting.

· Give small gifts to children and surgery patients.


We often give our surgical patients a button that states “Don’t you love my designer surgical shoe?” Many of them wear this proudly and some even attach it to their surgical shoe.  Children can be given foot-shaped stickers, rainbow shoelaces, or even candy in the shape of feet.  We also order small items from the Oriental Trading Company.  This mail order catalogue offers a wide variety to chose from such as toy cars, gliders, yo-yo’s, stuffed animals, and much more.  Parents are truly appreciative when they don’t have to beg or bribe their kids to come to your office, thanks to this little extra incentive.

· Create a logo for your practice and use it often.


A patient of mine created my rainbow logo for a minimal cost. He provided camera-ready artwork and even scanned it into Microsoft Publisher to be utilized on all our forms.  My logo is displayed on my outside signs, stationary, business cards, envelopes, instruction sheets, etc.  The rainbow theme is repeated in my waiting room with several pictures and wall hangings. Even the children’s play area has a large colorful rainbow above it.  My treatment rooms contain bright colors and patients often remark about our cheerful office décor. 

Hopefully, you will find some of these suggestions worthwhile for your practice.  I encourage you to adopt the philosophy of “KAIZEN” – steady, gradual improvement – in your office.  The changes you implement may seem very small at first, but as the years pass, you will reap great benefits from them. 

It is often said that it’s the little things that count.  And this certainly seems true.  When patients were surveyed after an in-patient hospital stay, they were not interested in the quality of their medical care or even the outcome of their treatment.  Instead their satisfaction rating was directly related to the cleanliness of their rooms, the quality of their meals, and the roommate they had.  My own mother after a hospital stay remarked often to family and friends about the thoughtlessness of the staff in waking her every morning at 5:00 a.m. to roust her out of bed and weigh her.   This may have been an efficient time for the staff to gain this information, but it definitely left a lasting negative impression.

I leave you one last thought.  An efficient staff does things right.  But an effective staff does the right things.  There is a definite difference.  As you develop a more patient-centered office, your eyes will be opened to the numerous ways you can improve the quality of the services you are currently providing.  The results will be more pride in your work and greater satisfaction for you and your staff.   

(This paper was accepted for Fellowship in the American Academy of Podiatric Practice Management, March 2002)

