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Nurture Relationships With Referring Physicians 
B Y  D O U G  B R U N K

San Diego Bureau

S A N D I E G O —  Any plan for marketing
a medical practice should include a strategy
for nurturing relationships with physicians
who refer to you, Andrea T. Eliscu, R.N., ad-
vised at the annual conference of the Med-
ical Group Management Association.

“Most of the medical groups I work
with have spent so much time focused on
other issues, such as recruiting staff and

getting an electronic medical records sys-
tem, that they don’t know who’s referring
to their practices,” said Ms. Eliscu, a med-
ical marketing consultant based in Orlan-
do. “They spend very little time nurturing
those relationships.”

Getting a handle on who’s referring pa-
tients to you is easier said than done, with
“so much outpatient medicine and lost
camaraderie between physicians these
days,” she acknowledged. “The days of the
doctor’s lounge are gone. That kind of

connectivity is not there anymore. Every-
one is working longer and harder.”

One way to start is to create an elec-
tronic database that includes the contact
information for referring physicians and
tracks how many referrals they make on
a monthly or quarterly basis. Ms. Eliscu
recommends contacting the referring
physicians to introduce yourself and ask if
you’re meeting their needs. “Find out
what they want, not necessarily what you
want to give them, because those aren’t

necessarily the same,” she said.
Devise a way to say “thank you” for the

referrals. Maybe it’s hosting an occasion-
al lunch for the referring practice’s office
staff, or a personal, handwritten thank-you
note to the physician. 

“Instead of the traditional holiday bas-
ket or gift, you could consider making a
contribution in his or her honor to a local
charity; it could be one that supports a
health cause, the local university medical
school, the food bank, or some other spe-
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cific cause in which they are involved.”
She recently surveyed patients from a

variety of practices about what they ex-
pect from their physicians when they
make a referral. Most of the respondents
expected their physicians to “know on a
firsthand basis about the experience and
expertise of the doctor they’re being sent
to,” said Ms. Eliscu, author of the book
“A+ Marketing: Proven Tactics for Suc-
cess” (Englewood, Colo.: MGMA, 2008).

Her term for today’s medical patients is
“prosumers” (people who are proactive
about educating themselves before they
consume health care services).

“Today’s health care consumers shop

around before making decisions,” she ex-
plained. “They’re better educated and bet-
ter informed than previous generations,
they’re critical, and they’re looking for sec-
ond opinions.”

In order to meet the demands of the
prosumer, medical practices must increase
awareness of their services and credentials
and find a way to differentiate themselves
from other providers. “How many prac-
tices have a social networking component
to their Web site, where patients can share
experiences on a forum or e-mail the
physician a question,” she asked

The goal is for patients to “see them-
selves reflected in anything that you put

out: your Web page, your patient
brochures, your advertising.”

Marketing “is a promise,” she added.
“The loyalty that you develop with your
patients and their families is going to be
the future of your prosperity.”

Her “4As” for effective marketing in-
clude the following:
� Access. If prosumers are repeatedly
placed on hold for 10 minutes when they
phone your office, they may write you off.
Being prompt with office visit appoint-
ment times is also key.
� Availability. Prosumers “want you to
not only return a phone call or answer an
e-mail, but they need you to be available

on their terms,” Ms. Eliscu said. “Part of
the success of the retail clinics in places
like Wal-Mart is that timely delivery of ser-
vice. You’re in and out in an hour.”
� Accountability. Prosumers “want to
know [whom they’re] dealing with and
what their name is. “Every member of
your staff should have a name badge,” she
said.
� Accommodation. Prosumers want
your help to “work through the things
they have to do, the appointments that
they have to make,” Ms. Eliscu said. “It’s
not about what’s convenient for the prac-
tice; it’s about what’s convenient for the
prosumer.” ■




