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Dear friends, I hope that the 
in-depth detailing of patient 
satisfaction in the past few 
issues has served as a great 
read and an ideal recipe for 
adding the required ‘zing’ 
(masala) to your clinic and 
practice. Let us delve further 
into the few remaining aspects 
of patient satisfaction part: 

16. Rule 16: Positively increase 
your patient’s satisfaction 
(Contd): Patient retention is 
critical to the long-term success 
of a dental practice. As written 
earlier also, retaining current 
patients is far less expensive 
than attracting new ones. Ac-
cording to Harvard Business 
Review, the cost of acquiring a 
new customer is 5 to 25 times 
more expensive than retain-
ing an existing one and also 
notable, was that even a 5% 
increase in customer retention 
leads to an increase in profits 
anywhere between 25% and 
95%. 

So, what are the keys to master 
the art of patient retention in 
our clinic? 

Let’s have a look at 
implementing a few bare (10) 
minimals:

1. Developing a strong bond 
with your patients: Make your 
patients feel at ease while 
addressing them and their 
concerns. Always take a proper 
history and try to document it 
(usually in front of the patient 
on your laptop or PC) and make 
sure to read it the next time, 
before the patient sprawls on 
your chair. The history taking 
yields facts and information 
which help for reference at 
future appointments and also 
makes the patients feel valued 
beyond just being another 
‘number’ as he acknowledges 
that the dentist has his entire 
dental ‘information’ stored with 
him. This, in my opinion, is one 
of the biggest practice builder 
tools (seen in my 19 years of 
practice) and, of course, saves 
your butt from a lot of medico-
negligence problems as well. As 
patients develop a long-term 
valued relationship with their 
dentist, they are less likely 
to leave them. Studies have 
ascertained that 58% of the 
patients stay with their dentist 
for five years or more, if taken 
care of properly and are not 
just treated like a ‘subject’. It 

/ clinic is a place known to 
increase the uneasiness and 
induce indignation, if already, 
having seeds of the same. A 
study has postulated that 75% 
of frequent patients and 48% of 
regular patients are frustrated 
with their doctors / dentists / 
hospitals (in short, healthcare 
service providers). Ignoring 
such patients further increases 
the annoyance amongst such 
patients. A good communication 
from the staff and the dentist 
who attends the patient in 
an approachable, personal 
way increases the patient 
longevity. Such courteous and 
cheerful service often changes 
the patients’ perception and 
attitude before you even know 
it. As they say, “The best thing 
about smiles is that they get 
returned”. A beaming assistant 
or associate is a good indicator 
of a happy staff and the urbane 
culture (of clinic) coupled with 
astute work skills further 
exemplifies a clear correlation 
between staff engagement and 
patient satisfaction. Utilizing 
good communications skills 
(by us) not only improves the 
patient’s perception of care but 
also makes them more likely to 
open up regarding their needs 
and demands (that is primarily 
the reason, they are here for 

and that is the prime finding, 
you are looking for) which 
makes your job a tad easier, as 
we then know what to deal with 
and how.

is otherwise an established 
fact now that patients want to 
be treated like individuals and 
engaged with on a personal 
level. It creates more respect as 
well for the treating dentist. In 
another study, 61% of dentists/
doctors commented that they 
sought respect from the patients 
(especially in the light of the 
recent attacks on hospitals 
and doctors for ‘alleged’ 
negligence). We know respect 
cuts both ways, so if we want 
our patients to treat (behaviour 
wise) us the right way, we need 
to do the same for our patients 
as well. Traditionally, clinics, 
and more so hospitals, are 
known to be cold, clammy, dry 
and unemotional places where 
treatment is rendered to a OPD 
‘number’ or bed number (in 
cases of hospitals), however, 
a sliver of personal touch 
accorded to and the same place 
becomes an efficient, emotional 
place to feel relatable and 
connected to, but doctors, 
dentists or hospitals have their 
own theories (read: whims and 
fancies) and being personal 
is often seen by them as the 
antithesis of being ‘objective’. 
However, we feel that tendering 
our empathy, compassion with 
a caring nature to our patients, 
can make us appear that we 
are genuinely caring (we do 
not doubt that we might not 
be otherwise doing the same as 
well, however, it might not be 
showing). A slight behaviour 
change is amongst the least 
we can do to stop appearing 
uncaring and a couple of those 
suggested twists and tweaks in 
our personality can be: 

a. Greeting your patient

b. Shaking hand with the 
patient

c. A slight assuring pat on the 
back

d. Making a proper eye 
contact

e. Asking their well being 
every time you meet them

The importance of greeting 
a patient is usually under-
rated but, believe us, it is a 
simple gesture with miraculous 
results. It reinforces the feeling 
of genuine closeness (heart 
to heart, you may say, no pun 
intended) between a patient 
and the dentist/doctor, which 
seems to start things off on the 
right foot.

2. Content and cheerful staff 
equates to content and 
gratifying patients: Great 
communication is always at the 
epicentre of healthcare sector. 
The patient’s first interaction 
is usually with the clinic staff 
(employee/s) in a dental clinic. 
Any dental treatment involves 
multiple visits to a dentist and 
during those repeat exercises, 
the patient interacts with the 
staff multiple times. Each 
of these interactions has a 
disparate impact on the way 
that patient feels. Whenever 
the patient finds staff in a 
jubilant mood, the same feeling 
being contagious transcends 
on to them. Alternatively, if 
the staff is cold shouldered 
or dentist is unapproachable, 
courtesy the staff, the patient 
always feels lonely, un-welcome 
and secluded. The hospital 
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time: Dental clinic is always an 
appalling experience for most 
of the patients or potential 
patients. It isn’t exactly 
something, anyone happily 
looks forward to. The dislike 
has underlying disparate 
reasons for most of the patients, 
viz., fear of the unknown, 
non-chalant staff, nauseating 
environment (synonymous 
with hospital ‘odour’ usually), 
uncomfortable waiting areas, 
no priority selection, poor 
layout etc. and this list can be 
endless varying from clinic to 
clinic/hospital since the dislikes 
are sometimes transcending on 
illogical boundaries as well. 
However, a universally common 
link in all healthcare settings is 
a ‘longggggggggggggg’ waiting 
time which is usually the bane 
of any healthcare experience. 
Studies have shown that 97% 
of patients are frustrated by 
waiting in clinics / hospitals 
and this number, although 
staggering sometimes, is 
understandable and acceptable 
(albeit with some difficulty and 
a pinch of salt, sometimes). 
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Long waiting times can sour any 
experience and when it is your 
own turn (patient) to be under 
the scanner; every minute 
counts. Dentist visits are 
synonymous with long waiting 
times since every procedure 
takes some time to finish and 
primarily, dentists don’t realize 
their ability to calculate a 
particular task to be finished 
in how much time which leads 
to chock-a-block of waiting 
area in clinics. Although, 
waiting time being the intrinsic 
characteristic of healthcare, 
spending so much of time in 
the queue doesn’t help relieve 
the anxiety associated with 
it either which, inturn, does 
affect patient satisfaction. The 
solutions lie in a few means like 
first knowing your abilities and 
harnessing them properly to 
overcome any time calculation 
errors, secondly, the frustration 
associated with waiting needs 
to be minimized drastically 
and that can be even via a 
simple apology from the dentist 
(studies say, it works in 70% of 
the patients) or communicating 
the actual waiting time to the 
patient (again statistical data 
confirms that it works for 80% 
of the patients as it helps keep 
the perceived wait time in 
check) and thirdly, we need to 
address the cause (of waiting) 
and design an effective queue 
management system. Proper 
and timely appointments (zero 
waiting) are finding its way 
largely in clinics / hospitals 
in Metros and Semi-metro 
settings and when the rest 
of India is embracing this 
technicality, there is no reason 
why other urban settings and 
small centres shouldn’t do the 
same. A properly managed 
system also keeps the staff 
efficient and working to deliver 
just the right content much to 
the satisfaction and delight of 
the patients. 

4. Excellent Communication: 
Lending a ‘patient’ ear to the 
patient’s problems raises your 
value in their eyes. Always 
strive to give a careful listening 
to their concerns giving them 
your undivided attention. 
Many dentists try to show off 
their patient that they are too 
busy or visibly looking at their 
watch as if saying you just got 
two minutes, shoot. Never ever 
make your patient feel rushed. 
Your patient inside your 
operatory is your VIP for that 
moment, make him feel special. 
Direct all your focus to them 
during those vital moments, 
may be someone is suppressing 
their problems to just vent it 
out to you. They came to you 
looking for answers to their 
questions. You have to treat 
them like they are your ONLY 
patient (there may be many 
sitting in your waiting room) 
but in that moment, they are. 
Adopt an approach of empathy 
and compassion to be genuinely 
interested in their problems 
at that time. Further, the 
communication has to be a two-
way to keep it transparent. Use 

a patient friendly language 
rather than a medical lingo to 
explain them their diagnosis, 
recommended treatment plan 
or procedure and follow-up 
care making it easy for them 
to comprehend. Always keep 
them updated whilst taking 
an informed consent, don’t do 
anything just in good faith 
and as they say ‘An educated 
patient is a satisfied patient 
and a satisfied patient is a loyal 
patient’.

patients where they can gather 
maximum knowledge about 
dental terminologies. Pass on 
the links to your patients for 
updating their knowledge and 
for any rich scientific content, 
your website might be boasting 
of. Search engines like Google 
list the contact information 
along with online reviews. 
It is extremely important to 
keep checking for any negative 
reviews or ratings that appear 
online. Always respond to 
negative online reviews swiftly 
without any lethargy and the 
response should be genuine 
and cordial without any use of 
abusive or offensive language. 
It is always better to avoid 
identifying the reviewer as 
a patient or exposing any of 
their health information or 
reason for their visit. Keep the 
response short and thank the 
individual for reviewing and 
for sharing their concern whilst 
giving an option to the reviewer 
to address the same concern on 
the phone with you to resolve 
the matter quickly. 

countries, follow-up calls can 
greatly reduce the chances of 
a malpractice claim or lawsuit 
as well which is quickly gulping 
most of the Indian metro city 
dentists who are falling short 
of their health care standards. 

10. Online Appointment System 
with a Patient Portal: For super 
busy practitioners in Metro 
Cities, it is always suggested 
to have an online patient portal 
for scheduling appointments, 
manage patient grievances and 
record feedback/testimonials 
and this portal can or be kept 
separate from the normal 
clinic website. The same online 
system can also be used to 
give appointment reminders 
which can be done several 
different ways such as email 
reminders, text messages and/
or phone calls. An appointment 
reminder also ensures that the 
patients remember to make it 
back to your practice.

Focusing on ways to improve 
your patient retention can 
enhance the long-term success 
of your practice. If you want 
your practice to hit ‘terra firma’, 
stay rooted to the basics for 
long enough to make a notable 
difference. If you are a new 
practitioner, you have to be like 
a hard surface veneer to guide 
the overwrought vessel out of 
deep waters. You can appear 
too much glossy on the top but 
for the inside core, there is 
no substitute for good ethical 
work skills and enterprising 
management. Implementing a 
seamless and patient friendly 
appointment system, zero 
waiting time, good follow 
up, facilitating good patient 
experience using happy cheerful 
faces (you and staff included) to 
resolve all problems of patients 
effortlessly will improve your 
patient retention rate and 
decrease the costs of attracting 
new patients. Finally, the clinic 
should stand for what it is and 
not act as a messenger of ‘Great 
Boast but Little Roast’.

As I said in the footnote of the 
August 2018 issue, 

After all, a satisfied patient is a 
great practice builder…………
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5. Perfectly caring surroundings: 
Always strive to improve 
the work conditions making 
the patients more and more 
comfortable and that usually 
includes good seating and 
facilities like free Wi-Fi, TV, 
reading materials like Readers 
Digest, other magazines, screen 
displaying educational demo or 
video etc., to name a few. 

6. Insist on a feedback, albeit 
a blind one: There are three 
types of feedback: explicit 
feedback, implicit feedback 
and blind or "pseudo" feedback. 
It is a very valuable tactic for 
retaining existing patients 
as to figure out why patients 
leave you or your practice. Ask 
them to give a feedback on your 
website (if you are supremely 
confident of your services, you 
can opt for a testimonial as 
well), where, of course, you 
would have the option to filter 
or weed out the non-genuine 
ones. You can also get a direct 
feedback from your patients, 
how correctly the patient will 
fill in the form in response 
to your watchful eyes which 
otherwise can be genuinely 
both good and bad and give us 
an inkling of the areas of our 
clinic that need improvement 
as well giving an insight into 
reasons why patients may be 
replacing us. These feedback/s 
and/or testimonial/s motivate 
existing patients further if 
you bring about those changes 
fast and also help you gain 
new prospective patients via 
glowing reviews from your 
already satisfied patients.

7. Maintain a Patient Educative 
Website: In this growing age of 
‘datagiri’, where the world has 
come to a screeching halt in 
the palms of most individuals, 
it is very important to have a 
responsive website (compatible 
with all digital media) which 
should serve the purpose of 
contact information, knowledge 
distribution for an easy access 
for web viewers. Keeping a 
dynamic website (which is 
to be updated regularly by 
us) is a significant tool in 
the hands of the dentist to 
increase patient satisfaction. 
Your website should serve 
as a knowledge hub for the 

8. Keep Patients Engaged: 
The most cost-effective way to 
market to both existing and 
prospective patients is in the 
digital space such as updates 
via email or social media like 
Whatsapp. However, a prior 
consent is so very essential in 
this regard from the patient 
before forwarding the same. 
Also, never bombard the 
patient’s inbox with too much 
content because already we all 
are exposed to so much digital 
content these days courtesy the 
so many unwanted Whatsapp 
groups and their not so forgiving 
messages, we are exposed to 
daily, sometimes, without our 
consent as well. The rosy side of 
this exercise is that the patients 
appreciate these efforts which 
can be largely automated and 
possible via a variety of vendors 
or any third party customer 
retention management (CRM) 
system which can send 
existing patients information, 
newsletters, practice updates, 
new product launch and/or 
loyalty programme incentives 
(if any followed in your 
practice). 

9. Post Appointment follow 
up: Post appointment follow 
up calls always increases the 
patient’s perception of the 
dental care they received in 
your clinic. It also gives a 
dual chance; to the patient to 
identify any potential problems 
they encountered before, 
during or after their visit and 
to the dentist to correct any of 
the same shortcoming in his 
act. As is the firm belief and 
followed sternly in the western 
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