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Practice Management

Continued from IDA Times 
August 2018 Issue

Dr. Bhavdeep Singh Ahuja

Managing your Dental Practice better 
with a few Rules of Marketing - PART – XXI

16. Rule 16: Positively 
increase your patient’s 
satisfaction (Contd): 
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Dear Colleagues, Continuing 
from July thru the August 2018 
issue, we had discussed a few 
points (16 a – i) on improving 
the magnetic ratio and 
positively enhancing patient 
satisfaction and retention. Let 
us finish with the remaining 
ones:

j. Differentiate your staff (if you 
are having multiple): Patients 
find it really frustrating when 
they are surrounded by a team 
of people but are not sure 
which person to approach when 
they have a concern, question 
or a request. This becomes 
even more frustrating when 
the patient approaches one 
employee only to be directed 
to another individual. Dental 
Assistant/s are always at 
the forefront of the patient’s 
experience and the ones 
who have a higher degree of 
autonomy (decision making) in 
our practice will often provide 
better care because they feel 
engaged and empowered in 
their work. Empower your 
employee/s and give them the 
freedom they need to improve 
the patient experience in your 
clinic.

k. Work with patient schedule: 
By improving the efficiency and 
operations of your clinic, you 
can reduce long wait times both 
for scheduling appointments 
and reducing bottlenecks while 
a patient is waiting to be seen. 
One of the top complaints of 

patients in many completed 
surveys was having to wait 
longer than the time of their 
scheduled appointment just 
to be seen. Create a system 
(message or call) in which a 
patient is kept informed about 
wait times as it can significantly 
reduce patient frustration and 
improve the overall results.

The above list can be endless, 
but somewhere down the line, 

communication medium not 
only fosters long-term patient 
relationship but also creates 
better health outcomes by 
making it easy for patients to 
schedule future appointments 
and stay consistent with healthy 
behaviours and lifestyle. Teach 
your employees on how to 
handle a patient complaint or 
concern empathetically without 
laughing it off, foolishly. 

Adding to all these Points 16 
a - l (in the past 2 issues from 
July – August 2018 and now, 
September 2018), we have to 
try to make all our interactions 
positive, be passionate about 
care, curious about people and 
their needs (what brought them 
to your clinic door), an eloquent 
communicator and empathetic 
listener and always display a 
contagious enthusiasm with an 
enticing smile. As we hit the 
‘magnetic ratio’ aka the ‘magic 
ratio’ we shall see the footfall, 
patient satisfaction, and 
patient retention remarkably 
increasing. 

in the clinic, in general, an 
attitude toward the problem 
in specific, the circumstances 
in general and towards life as 
an outlook, overall. Basically, 
patients expect their dentists 
to be punctual, keep up with 
the appointment timings, 
behave cordially, convey and 
communicate in their language. 
They expect care, concern and 
courtesy in addition to doing a 
good professional job, of course 
with minimum of charges. 

Predominantly, a dentist’s 
first job is to provide quality 
treatment to the best of his 
ability to his patient, but apart 
from the above, we can do 
innumerable other things to 
handle the patient competently 
so that there are no complaints 
whatsoever, certain very useful, 
small tips and tricks that help 
the dentist to understand their 
patients better. 

Let us see what they all can be:
(1) Make a proper eye contact 

with a broad smile; 

for the same; giving them 
probable answers and 
further inviting probing 
questions.

(4) Be a Google in your field 
whilst addressing patient 
queries to promote patient 
compliance as it reduces 
anxiety as well from the 
patient’s end. 

(5) Identity of a patient 
empathetically is very 
important even if he has 
the dirtiest oral hygiene 
and we have to learn to see 
beyond his problem and 
guide him in his follow-
up journey after complete 
treatment.

(6) Acknowledging risks 
involved in our field and 
sharing those risks with 
the patient beforehand 
builds trust; in any case 
that forms part of the 
informed consent in our 
field. 

(7) Remove any barriers 
of distraction whilst 
paying undivided and 
unobstructed attention 
without any interruptions 
as much as possible whilst 
talking to the patient.

(8) Maintaining patient 
information confidentiality 
and privacy is one of the 
important micro-level 
principles of medico-legal 
ethics, so watch what you 
say, where you say and to 
whom you say.

(9) Another micro-level 
principle of medico-legal 
ethics; preserving patient 
dignity while treating 
him with the highest 
regard and respecting his 
modesty.

(10) Reassuring patient’s 
families to make them feel 
protective, especially in 
times of need when they 
feel anxious, frightened 
and insecure serves as a 
great practice builder tool. 

(11) Quick response either in 
calling back or addressing 
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You all must be wondering is 
this it for increasing the patient 
satisfaction? 

The answer is a BIG NO. 
Apart from the above, there 
is much more that a dentist 
and his clinic (staff) can do 
to make their patients really 
satisfied; certain intangible 
things which might not have 
a value otherwise and may 
not be even talked about. The 
primary thing behind a patient 
loving the dentist instantly 
would be an early and effective 
resolution to the patient’s 
chief complaint. That would 
be known as falling in love 
with the ‘hand’ of the dentist 
(literally, no pun intended). A 
patient's expectations of a good 
service from a dentist depends 
much on the gender, age, the 
nature of complaint, the history 
and longevity of the complaint, 
hour of the day, waiting time 
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you have to put a full stop; so, 
the last but not in anyways, the 
least point in this series:

l. Create an excellent follow-
up system for free: Patients 
are often frustrated by the 
inability to communicate 
with their dentist in between 
one treatment modality/
appointment and another. Use 
technology to open the lines 
of communication between 
the dentist and the patient (of 
course, with consent from the 
patient). If possible, remove the 
employee filters to reach you 
directly, especially in times of 
need. Don't push them to receive 
messages (sms) or whatsapp or 
emails from you (regarding new 
product information etc). I beg 
you please don’t use the above 
for any offers or discounts 
information (if you are resorting 
to that policy). Also, if they 
have consented to receiving 
so, do it in a controlled (read - 
limited) manner so that they 
don’t become irritants for the 
patients and keep lying unread 
in their inboxes and don’t serve 
the purpose for which you 
have initiated the same. Good 

breaking the ice by calling 
patients charmingly and 
always show concern about 
their problem and express 
the same sympathetically. 

(2) Be affable and courteous 
with your kind gestures 
and polite words making 
the patient’s visit in your 
clinic, a pleasant one.

(3) Be concerned; lending a 
strong but patient ear to 
the patient’s complaint 
whilst encouraging them 
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patient concerns whilst 
keeping appointments 
and punctuality all help a 
great deal. A quick sorry 
for an inadvertent delay 
also doesn’t hurt either.

(12) Your treatment and 
communication should be 
full of compassion and care 
because that is the least 
your patient would expect 
from you.

(13) Make sure a patient has 
got a good first impression 
of you and your set up and 
make sure to meet those 
set standards in every 
appointment sitting to 
keep up the ante; however, 
don’t feel disheartened 
if that doesn’t happen, 
because there is always 
a next time (improve and 
bring about the desired 
change).

(14) Whenever you find time, 
imagine yourself on the 
opposite side, in place of 
the patient. Always look 
at your operatory, setup 
and treatment options, 
while stepping into your 
patients′ shoes; see 
through their eyes and 
hear through their ears 
and then assess whether 
you are doing things right.

(15) Long waiting time is a grey 
area in dental treatment 
modules; we have to make 
sure that we minimize 
the patients’ waiting 
time to the least possible. 
According to David H. 
Maister’s psychology of 
waiting lines concepts 
which he has visualized 
beautifully in his articles, 
a few facts can be drawn:

a. Uncertain waits are longer 
than known, finite waits: 
The most profound source 
of anxiety in waiting is 
how long the wait will be. 
For example, if a patient 
in a waiting room is told 
that the appointment is 
delayed by twenty minutes, 
he experiences an initial 
annoyance but then relaxes 
into an acceptance of the 
inevitability of the wait. 

 However, if the patient is 
told that he shall be seen 
soon, he spends the whole 
time in a state of nervous 
anticipation, unable to 
settle down, afraid to depart 
and come back. In the latter 
condition, we can say that 
the patient's expectations 
are being managed poorly.

b. Unexplained waits are 
longer than explained waits: 
If a dentist's receptionist 
informs the patient that an 
emergency has taken place, 
he can wait with greater 
equanimity rather than 
if he doesn’t know what 
is going on. The lack of an 
explanation is one of the 
prime factors which add up 
to a patient’s uncertainty 
about the length of the wait.

c. Unfair waits are longer 
than equitable waits: One of 
the most frequent irritants 
mentioned by patients at 
clinics is the prior entry of 
those inside the operatory 
who have arrived later. 
The general feel is that 
somebody has successfully 
'cut in front' of you and 
usually causes even the 
most patient patients to 
become furious. So, great 
care to be equitable is vital 
in clinics unless explained 
by a genuine reason from the 
staff. The best phenomenon 
to follow discipline in such 
a queuing situation is the 
"first in, first out" (FIFO 
principle/rule). In the 
clinics, we usually break 
the FIFO rule to handle 
emergency cases. 

d. Solo waits feel longer than 
group waits: One of the 
remarkable syndromes to 
observe in waiting lines is 
to see individuals sitting 
or standing next to each 
other without talking 
or otherwise interacting 
until an announcement 
of a delay is made. Then 
the individuals suddenly 
turn to each other to 
express their exasperation, 
wonder collectively what is 
happening, and console each 
other. What this illustrates 
is that there is some form 
of comfort in group waiting 
rather than waiting alone.

e. Occupied time feels shorter 
than unoccupied time: 
William James, the noted 
philosopher observed that 
"Boredom results from being 
attentive to the passage 
of time itself”. A more 
colloquial version might be 
'A watched pot never boils'. 
The truth of this proposition 
has been discovered by 
many service organizations. 
In various restaurants, 
it is a common practice 
to hand out menus for 
customers to peruse while 
waiting in line. Apart from 
shortening the perception of 
time, this practice has the 
added benefit of shortening 
the service time, since 
customers will be ready to 
order once they are seated 
and will not tie up table 
space making up their 
minds. 

f. Anxiety makes waits seem 
longer: Nearly everyone 
has had the experience 
of choosing a line at the 
toll plaza, petrol pump or 
a supermarket and stood 
there worrying that he had, 
indeed, chosen the wrong 
line. As one stands there 
trying to decide whether 
to move, the anxiety level 
increases and the wait 
becomes intolerable. This 
situation is covered by what 
is known as Erma Bombeck's 
Law: "The other line always 
moves faster". Is there 
anyone who has not had 

the experience of choosing a 
line at the toll plaza, petrol 
pump or a supermarket and 
stood there worrying that 
we had, indeed, chosen the 
wrong line?

g. The more valuable the 
service, the longer the 
customer will wait: The 
example of the supermarket 
express-checkout counter 
reminds us that our 
tolerance for waiting 
depends upon the perceived 
value of that for which 
we wait. Special checkout 
counters were originally 
provided because customers 
with only a few items felt 
resentful at having to wait a 
long time for what was seen 
as a simple transaction. 
Customers with a full cart 
of groceries were much more 
inclined to tolerate lines 
because their needs were 
more.

By learning to research and 
understand the psychological 
context of the above waiting 
lines concept of David H. 
Maister, we can have a 
significant impact upon our 
patients’ satisfaction with the 
service encounter in our clinic, 
but what we can’t make out 
from the above waiting lines 
psychology concept, is the 
importance of explicit apologies 
and apologetic tones in 
preserving the patient’s sense 
of a valued-client status to you 
and your clinic.

(16) The clinic’s problem-
solving system should be 
always a top priority and 
fully functional above 
other systems.

(17) The best correction can 
come from taking a true 
valued feedback from the 
patients, having open 
ears, open eyes along 
with a brain receptive to 
change and thus, correct 
shortcomings, if any.

in the study were reasonable 
fees, telephone access, friendly 
office, convenient appointments 
and convenient location; the 
willingness to explain things 
was given the highest rating 
out of 10, well above the 
other factors. We all know 
that incomplete, improper 
and poor communication may 
lead to unrealistic goals and 
expectations which, in turn, 
can lead to dissatisfaction, 
especially in cosmetic and 
chronic problems related 
to dentistry in patients. 
Successful education increases 
patient satisfaction and results 
in improved adherence to 
treatment and thus to a better 
outcome. Various methods 
like verbal education, written 
information (handouts, 
articles in popular magazines, 
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So by now, we have known that 
satisfaction is more of a mental 
thing. Patient satisfaction 
belongs to the service 
dimension as opposed to the 
technical dimension of quality 
of care. Today's patients are 
more educated, computer savvy 
and much richer with deep 
pockets. 

It is essential to clear all their 
rightly or wrongly earned 
doubts with much patience 
and compassion. According to a 
survey, on a scale of 10, patients 
listed a dentist’s willingness 
to explain things as the most 
important criterion in selecting 
a dentist. Other factors used 

etc.), group-based learning, 
audiotapes, videotapes, 
computer-assisted education 
and the internet can be used to 
educate the patient about their 
problem. There are a few other 
small tips and tricks related to 
décor and designing of the clinic 
that help the dentist master 
the art of patient satisfaction 
which I shall be continuing in 
the October 2018 edition.
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