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Medical practice staffs juggle many 
responsibilities. Hectic days breed 
harassed and flustered employees, 
many of whom simply don’t have 
all the answers to patient questions. 
Big changes in operations or even 
ownership further complicate 
feelings and raise tension. During 
these disruptive transitions, in 
addition to more common ones like 
the addition of new physicians or 
implementation of new technology, 
is when it’s easy for patience with 
the patients to slip. 

With the increasing changes in the 
hospital-physician relationship and 
more physician practices seriously 
considering selling to an integrated 
hospital system, Platinum Level 
Customer Service becomes a 
requirement, not an option. Hospitals 
expect Platinum Level Customer 
Service and measure results with 
tools such as Press Ganey as often 
as quarterly. Practice Managers are 
expected to ensure that the staff is 
motivated to attain consistently 
higher than average scores.  Every 
phone call, every letter written 
pointing out a deficiency in service 
is taken seriously and the patient 
thanked for feedback that helps the 
organization improve processes and 
policies.

How do you get to Platinum Level? 
Start with evaluation and training. 
Many times, supporting policy 
and procedures either don’t exist 
or are set up without providing 
real life scenarios from which 
medical practice staff can draw. Or 
new policies and procedures are 
brought into play without proper 
change management and training. 
The best solution is to be sure all 
employees have a good knowledge 
of not only policy and procedure, 

but also sample responses to tense 
or difficult situations. 

Words have power. There are all-
too-common words to avoid that 
can kill patient loyalty and create 
unproductive interactions, as well as 
better words to use that can kindle 
patient loyalty. These power words 
and phrases let staff say, “Yes,” 
offer options, create confidence, get 
information, and be spontaneous 
and creative.

Notice the alternative phrasings 
of “helpful” invite cooperation, 
automatically placing staff in a 
positive, rather than adversarial, 
position.

• “I don’t know” becomes “That’s 
a good question; let me get the 
answer for you.”

• “We can’t do that” or “It’s not 
our policy” becomes “Well, you 
know what we could do” or “I 
wish I could do exactly that. 
Let’s see what we can work 
out.”

• “You’re going to have to…” 
becomes “What would help us 
get this moving is…” or “Let’s 
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figure this out so we each know 
what we need to do.”

• “The doctor is busy” becomes 
“I’m so sorry, but the doctor 
is with another patient, may 
I or the nurse help you in the 
meantime?”

Create and grow loyalty. Practice 
the sayings. Come up with ones that 
fit your particular medical practice 
and the situations your patients 
face. Have your staff role play some 
scenarios during staff meetings to 
prepare for positive responses to 
common patient complaints. Look 
at how other industries do it, not just 
those in healthcare. 

Consider the most successful 
customer service models for 
business, like the Ritz-Carlton. The 
Ritz-Carlton and healthcare are 
similar in that they both deliver a 
product (service) that the customer 
wants defect-free, when and how 
the customer wants it, and through 
providing genuine care and concern 
for that customer. They drive 
loyalty through courtesy, whereas 
healthcare’s differentiator is the use 
of empathy. Learn to use empathy 
and empathetic responses like the 
ones above, demonstrate caring 

and compassion through simple 
acknowledgement of patient’s 
feelings, not an impatient brush-off, 
when interacting. It defuses tension 
and reassures the patient that their 
problem is important and that you 
do care.

Promote staff satisfaction. Also, 
remember that your staff and its 
satisfaction is the foundation of 
customer (patient) loyalty. In a 
world-class hotel, management 
recognizes that helping employees 
as they seek to deliver genuine care 
to guests, or swiftly fix breakdowns 
in a compassionate manner, gives 
employees satisfaction (hence, 
retention and happy customers). 
No ignoring the problems, or the 
successes! You have to share what 
you learn and build upon it. This 
holds true for medical practices and 
other healthcare organizations.

• Make objectives manageable 
and open to refinement.

• Share success stories so fellow 
employees learn how to deliver 
“Wow” experiences.

• Make accountability between 
leadership and staff a mutual 
thing.

Think about how you help your staff 
deliver genuine care and swiftly fix 
service errors. Do you share good 
and bad feedback? Do you train for 
empathy and patient satisfaction? 
Look for the best in competitors and 
measure against it (benchmarking)? 
Live the values you promote at 
work? 

When all the factors come together, 
you’ll see what a difference Platinum 
Level Customer Service makes. 
Because when your practice’s 
values and the financial objectives 
align: practice success! 
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