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Motivated staff members can be key to the 
success and profitability of your practice. The 
question is: How can you motivate your staff 
to give their best performance? Many studies 
have noted that money typically isn’t the 
primary motivator for most employees.

While that may be true, don’t rely on it as 
an excuse to offer less-than-competitive 
salaries and benefits. Beyond the basics, 
though, it’s important to take the time 
to get to know your staff and determine 
what kinds of things motivate them. Here 
are six ways to improve and enhance 
employee motivation.

1. Set goals

Every business — including physician  
practices — should have a mission statement. 
This is the primary goal shared by the entire 
staff, which can also inspire individual objec-
tives. You can work cooperatively on a related 
goal, or set of goals, with each staff member, 
depending on his or her specific responsibilities.

For example, for a staffer handling billing and  
collections, set an agreed-upon collections objec-
tive. Whatever you use as incentive for hitting  
that goal, make sure it’s consistent, fair, within  
the employees’ ability to achieve, ethical and 
in the best interest of the practice. Also, ensure 
you provide any training, supplies, technology or 
equipment the staffer needs to achieve the goal.

2. Give thanks

When people are asked what motivates them 
most at work, the answer often is “employer  
gratitude.” If all the practice physicians do is  
issue orders and paychecks, morale and motiva-
tion will likely stay low. Employees want regular 
recognition that what they do matters.

Physicians can show gratitude to staff members 
by knowing everyone’s name, not taking staff for 
granted and regularly offering sincere thanks for 
how staff members are handling their jobs. In 
addition, physicians and management can offer 
public acknowledgments such as an “Employee of 
the Month” award, as well as private acknowledg-
ments, which could take the form of a handwritten 
note, public or private email, or a warm verbal 
“thank you” in the hallway or office.

3. Empower your staff

One way to put this might be to stay out of your 
employees’ way. Set up procedures and processes 
that clarify what each staff member is expected to 
do and what his or her goals are. Then give staff 
the tools to accomplish those goals and the time 
and space to get them done.

It’s also important to set up a framework, whether 
via regular meetings or some other forum, to listen 
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to staff ideas on how to solve problems. After all, 
they’re the ones who really know the job inside and 
out. Encourage them to find better, more efficient 
ways of doing the tasks they’ve been assigned. 
Provide training in areas that interest them.

4. Cross-train employees

Cross-training can solve thorny problems related 
to scheduling, vacations and sick days. It also can 
be a way to keep staff interested and motivated.

Consider asking staff to suggest and develop new 
roles, such as “HIPAA Guru” or “EMR Expert.” 
Many staff members will appreciate opportunities 
to develop different areas of expertise.

5. Handle employee errors well

It’s easy to become reactive when you see some-
one make a mistake and only chastise the staffer 
responsible for it. But how you approach a mistake 
can make all the difference in decreasing staff 
resentment and improving motivation.

If you do need to criticize an employee, do so 
privately. Offer your employees opportunities to 
explain. Hear their points of view and the rationale 

for doing what they did. It’s possible that a miscom-
munication occurred or that the staff member is 
inadequately trained on the process. Consider mis-
takes a learning opportunity for everyone involved. 

6. Promote staff wellness

It’s important to realize that lackluster performance 
can stem from many different things — lack of 
sleep, health problems or financial issues at home.

Moreover, while physician burnout is very real, it’s 
clear that burnout is increasing for everyone in 
health care. Your employees likely share many of 
the same stresses you feel in running a competitive  
business while providing high-quality care to 
patients. Encourage your staff members to take 
regular breaks, eat healthy food, stay hydrated, 
and use their vacation and sick time as needed.

Getting to know everyone

Your staff reflects the hiring, training and reten-
tion efforts of your practice. If you take the steps 
necessary to develop a fuller understanding of 
their identities and challenges — as well as what 
motivates them to perform at their top capacity — 
they will likely respond accordingly. ◗

Setting tangible, well-defined goals for staff can be a great motivator — and linking those  
objectives to financial incentives can help even more. So it’s typically worth the effort to explore 
the feasibility of performance-based monetary rewards.

Financial incentives need to be linked to a goal agreed upon by you and your staff. For example, 
if your practice writes off 30%, an incentivized goal for staff might be to decrease that to 25%. If 
handled well, a financial incentive program can lead to growth in:

◗  Gross monthly collections, as well as collection of old accounts,

◗  The number of new patients scheduled,

◗  The number of patient visits, and

◗  Top ratings on patient satisfaction surveys.

It’s important to note that using financial incentives may lead some employees to fake data or 
falsify results to get a higher reward, so you’ll need to monitor the program closely.

Financial incentive programs can pay off



“Branding” and “target demographics” are terms 
typically used in the business world — not in the 
medical profession. A patient is much more than 
a customer, and a physician’s goal is to treat 
patients. But, obviously, before a patient can  
be treated, he or she needs to show up.

People have many choices when selecting a 
doctor, so it’s important to find innovative ways 
to attract patients. Creating a marketing plan 
can focus your efforts and help your practice 
achieve its goals.  

Defining your demographic 

It’s important to evaluate the age range of your 
patients, where they live and how they found 
out about you. In theory, if yours is a specialty 
practice — a pediatrics office, an OB/GYN 
or a podiatric physician, for example — your 
patients could be fairly easy to define. 

But an analysis of a practice might actually 
find, for instance, that the pediatrician is 
spending most of his or her time on teenagers, 
the OB/GYN might have an unusual number of 
menopausal patients, or the podiatric physician 
primarily deals with patients who have sports- 
related issues. Even a family practitioner might 

find that the practice skews toward a particular 
subset of patients. 

Why? Some of this may be related to insurance, 
physician preference and reputation — or even 
geography. Is the practice located in a college 
town? Near residential areas with a largely aging 
population? Or in an area where the dominant 
employer offers specific health insurance options? 
All of these can affect practice demographics. 

Focusing your efforts

Defining what type of practice you have and whom 
the practice is serving is a way of determining the 
practice’s brand identity. And, of course, clarifying 
and creating the practice’s “brand” helps shape 
the marketing campaign. Should your marketing 
aim at an aging population? If so, ads in the local 
college newspaper are a waste of time and money.

There are many marketing outlets. Examples include 
a practice website, a regularly updated social media 
page on a carefully chosen platform, the yellow 
pages, local or regional newspapers, direct mailings, 
and radio and TV. Other avenues include:

◗  Lunches and talks with potential  
referring physicians,

◗  Lunches and talks with local public service 
organizations such as the Rotary Club,  
Chamber of Commerce and Kiwanis,

◗  Writing local newspaper columns,

◗  Visiting nursing home administrators and  
medical decision makers,

◗  Holding open houses, and

◗  Making presentations and setting up booths  
at local events.

Determining the kinds of patients you are likely 
to attract and getting a handle on your brand 
identity can help with the process of selecting the 
most appropriate marketing targets and outlets.

The importance of marketing  
for a medical practice
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Every medical practice is different, though they  
typically have commonalities. Naturally, there’s 
almost always a physician involved. There are also 
typically nurses, as well as front- and back-office staff.

But many of today’s practices are adding new 
positions to their organizational charts to better 
serve patients and sharpen their competitive 

edges. Assuming you have a valid need for these 
hires, as well as the payroll and benefits capacity 
to compensate everyone fairly, this might be a 
good strategic move for your practice.

Boosting efficiency

There are several roles that could make your practice 
more efficient. One idea is to create a call center 

Could adding staff members 
improve your practice?
Strategic new hires could sharpen your competitive edge

Estimating your marketing budget

Another factor to take into consideration is a 
marketing budget. Generally, a marketing budget 
that’s about 2% to 4% of projected revenues is 
considered appropriate.

If your budget, or the amount of time you can 
spend on marketing efforts, is limited, an eval-
uation of return on investment (ROI) is in order. 
Correction: An evaluation of ROI is always in order.

Evaluating effectiveness

How effective are your marketing efforts at hitting 
your target audience? Once a yellow pages ad 
was a must-have, but now, thanks to the Internet, 
many physicians feel these ads aren’t worth the 
price — especially when a professional website is 
relatively inexpensive and can be tied to a patient 
portal and scheduling system. 

Ads on radio and TV can be effective, but they’re 
expensive and depend on the practice’s market 
area. A major urban market has an enormous 
reach, but you’ll face higher costs. A smaller, rural 
or suburban market is likely less expensive but 

reaches fewer people. In this case, your advertising 
could be more targeted.

But it’s important to consider that your marketing 
efforts probably should cross several formats  
and platforms. Having a website alone isn’t 
enough. The same is true for a yellow pages  
ad or a direct mailing. For a physician practice 
marketing campaign to be effective, it needs  
to occur on multiple platforms and be geared  
to your specific target audience. 

Getting professional advice

Your expertise is in providing medical care, not in 
marketing your practice to potential patients. So, 
you may want to consider obtaining the services of 
a professional to help you reap the most benefits 
from your marketing campaign — and avoid any 
potential pitfalls.

Marketing is simply a communications strategy. 
When properly used, it can increase public aware-
ness of the care and expertise your practice has 
to offer — and motivate more patients to walk 
through the door. ◗



where trained staff handle general incoming and 
outgoing calls using prewritten scripts. By taking on 
tasks such as appointment scheduling and appoint-
ment reminders, a call center allows front office staff 
to better interact with patients in person while still 
handling more complex phone calls as necessary.

Some practices have staff members who take on 
a role like that of a host or hostess in a restaurant. 
This person immediately greets patients when they 
arrive and escorts them to the exam room. He or 
she should avoid answering any medically related 
questions but can offer patients calm reassurance 
of quality care. The “host/hostess” also usually 
updates the tracking board or system that indi-
cates which patients are in which exam rooms.

Quality and compliance

It may be a good idea to create a “quality 
assurance director” to track metrics on prob-
lems and mistakes in the practice and develop 
processes to prevent missteps or recognize 
them earlier. For example, say the practice is 
hit with an unusually high influx of flu cases 
and learns that many patients never received 
their shots. This person could develop a pro-
tocol for tracking administration of flu shots 
and remind physicians to urge patients to get 
their annual influenza vaccinations.

Another idea is to add a risk and compliance 
officer, either by creating a practice position or 
engaging an external consultant. This indi-
vidual would address issues related to billing, 
reimbursement and HIPAA compliance. They 
could also oversee and ensure compliance with 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
requirements, Clinical Laboratory Improvement 

Amendments of 1998 regulations and other health 
care regulatory areas — such as the self-referral 
Stark law and antikickback regulations.

Easing the burden on physicians

Many practices are adding nurse practitioners or 
physician assistants to examine, diagnose and 
treat patients, including prescribing medication. 
Doing so can free up physicians to focus on more 
difficult, complex cases and keep up with the 
latest research.

When hiring either a nurse practitioner or physician 
assistant, be sure to clarify how much and what type 
of supervision you or another physician will be pro-
viding. Also establish which diagnoses should be 
immediately referred to the supervising physician.

In addition, some practices — especially larger 
ones — are integrating pharmacists and pharmacy 
techs into their operations. This staff person not 
only dispenses medications, but also is involved 
in dosage management, prior authorization and 
other aspects of prescriptions.

Finally, as electronic health records (EHRs) have 
increasingly become part of medical practice, 
complaints have arisen that physicians appear more 
interested in their computer screens than their 
patients. Some physicians are sympathetic to these 
concerns — they find the need to update EHRs 
during patient visits distracting and disruptive to 
providing quality care. One solution is to hire medi-
cal scribes who accompany the physician during the 
patient visit and document everything that occurs. 
Of course, this needs to be balanced against the 
possibility that having an additional person in the 
room may make your patient uncomfortable.

It’s complicated

Health care is an increasingly complicated business 
with many pressures. These include seeing more 
patients in a shorter period, increasing efficiency 
through advanced technology and dealing with 
an intense regulatory environment. Having a more 
well-rounded and skilled workforce may help you 
grapple with these challenges.

Bear in mind, however, that adding staff will cause 
you to incur some hiring costs, as well as higher 
payroll and benefits expenses after adding the 
new employees. So, it’s not a move to undertake 
without careful research and discussion with your 
physician partners and professional advisors. ◗
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We live in a litigious age, and the increasing  
number of malpractice lawsuits is a symptom of 
that. It’s likely that 1 in 14 physicians faces medical 
malpractice litigation each year. About 90% of 
these lawsuits are settled out of court, typically 
without payment to the plaintiff. Physicians need 
to take steps to ensure they’re doing everything 
they can to minimize their risk.

Creating positive relationships

One key to reducing the incidence of malpractice 
litigation is communication. For instance, many 
lawsuits arise from inadequate communication with 
patients over the long-term impacts of treatment. 

Actively work to develop trusting, positive commu-
nication with patients over time. You can do this 
through listening, education and open dialogue.

Putting expectations in writing

When taking on new patients in an outpatient set-
ting, many practices ask patients to read and sign 
statements that describe the conditions of their 
treatment and establish expectations on both sides. 
These may include defining the patients’ respon-
sibilities in terms of payment for services, appoint-
ment cancellations and follow-up appointments.

Further, in addition to requiring oral consent 
before a procedure, have each patient read 
and sign a form that lists all potential side 
effects and complications. If something does 
go wrong, having warnings in writing — and 
signed — can discourage a lawsuit.

Creating thorough documentation

It’s vital that physicians consistently and 
thoroughly document patient visits. Lack  
of documentation often is a clincher in 
a medical malpractice lawsuit — when it 
comes down to a he-said/she-said situation.

Poor or confusing documentation can have the 
same effect. Good documentation includes  
current charts and records. It also should incor-
porate thorough and specific details about the 
exact care provided.

Preparing for patient visits

It’s all too easy to get so busy and rushed that 
you enter a patient examination room with no 
idea of whom you’re seeing or why. This is a route 
for trouble. Take the time needed to prepare for 
the appointment and do your best to review the 
patients’ files.

This approach reduces the likelihood that you’ll 
make a mistake. It also confirms to patients that 
you’re there for them and taking the time to treat 
them as individuals — not as just another patient.

Being consistent

Most medical procedures and policies have been 
developed for a reason. If you don’t follow them, 
you’re more likely to find yourself in a situation 
that increases your risk of a medical malpractice 
lawsuit if something goes wrong. Being consistent 
in your procedures is vitally important. In medical 
malpractice, as in health care in general, preven-
tion is the best medicine. ◗

Prevention is the best medicine
How to reduce your risk of a malpractice lawsuit




