No More No-Shows
Tips to Ensure Patients Keep Appointments
By Cassie Gainer

How many of your patients would earn a "perfect attendance" certificate? Take a look at your no-show rate
and you'll see. While some practices experience no-show rates as low as 1 percent, others' are as high as
60 percent. Regardless, no-shows always cause lost revenue, wasted time, reduced productivity, and plenty
of frustration.

"If a practice's no-show rate is high, it has a huge impact on the planning for the day," explains Vince
Giacolone, vice president of clinical operations services for BSM Consulting Group in St. Louis. "Certainly, it
can have a serious economic effect, too."

While you may never achieve perfect attendance among patients, you can take some steps to help them
keep their appointments. Understanding the problems that lead to no-shows and implementing plans to
prevent them — many of which are easy and cost-effective — can go a long way toward keeping this
frustrating and expensive problem under control.

Why patients fail to show

It's no wonder patients miss appointments when the kids have to be picked up from school, the boss needs
a quarterly report by 5:00 p.m., and there's a traffic jam on the highway. A patient's appointment with you is
just one thing among many competing for their time and commitment.

They may simply forget about the appointment, especially if it was made weeks or months in advance.
Others overlook the importance of keeping medical appointments — not realizing the inconvenience that not
showing up might cause your practice — and decide to "do it another time."

"The main reason | have found that patients don't show up is because they don't think they are going to be
missed — they figure the practice is busy, the doctor is rich, so what's one less patient," says Giacolone.
"They don't know the effect it has on you."

Some patients may even avoid appointments because they are anxious, or because they feel that there is
some stigma attached to it. This is especially common for psychiatric practices, or for procedures that may
be embarrassing or uncomfortable, such as mammograms or colorectal cancer screenings.

And don't underestimate the importance of a strong physician-patient relationship, either. "The patient-
physician relationship is very important," explains Elizabeth Woodcock, MBA, FACMPE, director of
knowledge management for Physicians Practice. "Practices in which physicians rotate a lot, including
residency clinics, or those that employ locum tenens, tend to have higher no-show rates. Patient loyalty can
make or break your no-show rate."

Communication is key

"Patients have to be made to understand the importance of showing up," Giacolone says. "Physicians and
staff alike have to educate the patient on the importance of returning."”

There are more than a few ways to keep in touch with patients — and using more than one line of
communication boosts your chances of getting the word out about upcoming appointments.

While patients are in the office, physicians should communicate to them how important it is to keep
upcoming or future appointments, particularly in terms of the patient's health. New patients should be made
familiar with cancellation and no-show policies. Before the patient leaves, or while scheduling their next visit,
office staff should clearly communicate the date and time of their next appointment, and provide an
appointment card or other printed reminder of upcoming visits.



Practices should have a system to place reminder calls to patients, preferably 24 to 48 hours before the
appointment. It's even a good idea to ask patients to call back to confirm they received the reminder
message and that they will keep the appointment.

E-mail is a low-cost, relatively easy way to send reminders, and many patients have access to it. However,
there are privacy and liability issues related to the use of e-mail with patients. You should only use e-mail
with the patient's permission and you should also provide automatic notification that the physician and the
patient have received the e-mail, create internal systems for receiving and responding to e-mails, and
document e-mails that have been sent.

No-shows liability

Adding insult to injury, no-shows may also pose a significant liability risk. Patients who miss appointments
and suffer injury as a result may have a viable lawsuit if they have evidence that their physician did not give
clear directions or make reasonable efforts to make sure the patient complied with their advice, including
follow-up appointments.

"It's a very serious, very valid point — from a liability standpoint, physicians have to protect themselves,"
says Giacolone. To be safe, keep clear, consistent records of missed appointments, and follow up on no-
shows. If a very ill patient misses an appointment, every effort should be made to find out why, as soon as
possible. While follow-up calls can be time consuming, they can be well worth it if they prevent problems.

"We always provide some kind of follow-up to no-shows, whether it's just documenting it in the chart or
sending out a letter letting the patient know they missed their appointment,” says Amborsini. "Sometimes the
physician even personally calls the patient. Our action depends on the circumstances, but there is always
follow-up."

By some estimates, patient no-shows cost practices up to $20,000 per doctor, per year. Add that to the lost
time, wasted resources, potential harm to patient health, possible liability, and the frustration physicians and
their staff experience, and there's no good reason why you shouldn't be doing everything you can to make
sure your patients make their appointments.

"Appointments are our most precious commodity in daily operations,” Amborsini says. "We make every effort
to keep our no-shows under 10 percent.”

This article originally appeared in the May 2003 issue of Physicians Practice.



