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“Ten Simple Rules For a Successful Practice”
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I hear the same envious refrain nearly every day. Doctors and managers with faltering practices look longingly at their more successful colleagues and ask, “Why isn’t our practice as prosperous as theirs?” The two-fold answer is remarkably simple. 

Some of the most successful practices are that way because they’re located in charmed locations. I have one client in the southeast, who is the only eye surgeon for a service area with more than 80,000 people. The average ophthalmologist in America competes in a market that only yields about 20,000 people per eye surgeon. Attractive markets like Denver only have about 10,000 people per eye surgeon. 

Good fortune takes other forms. I have a client in the Pacific northwest whose market is a retirement haven containing more than 25% seniors; the typical market has only half this senior population. Some surgeons work in markets so rural that staffing and facility costs are a fraction of what their urban cousins pay. 

What about those practices whose locations aren’t so fortunate? Every other flourishing ophthalmologist I know has had to get there the old fashioned way—they’ve worked hard and survived the pitfalls that can undermine success in the increasingly complex and demanding business side of eye care. What was once a very forgiving enterprise that could be run loosely with great success is now a business like most others, with steep penalties for neglect. Regulatory and payer burdens are multiplying. And practice expenses are rising each year in an essentially fixed or falling fee environment. 

Only the most fortunate surgeons can work in “easy” markets. For the rest, I’ve compiled a short priority list of “commandments” than can help to assure control over your business affairs and ultimate commercial success, even in the most demanding markets. 

Pinto’s Ten Commandments

1. Make great decisions. It sounds easy, but it’s not. After making sure that your decision is ethical and legal, most decisions should boil down to one simple test: Which is more profitable, Option A or Option B? Gather the facts, and let the facts make your decisions.

2. Don’t make business decisions by yourself. Engaging every individual likely to be impacted by your decision is good politics. Getting the counsel of people smarter or more experienced than you are on the subject is plain common sense. The sharpest clinical minds are often frustratingly dull when applied to business affairs.  

3. Strive daily to increase profitability without reducing quality, and to increase quality without decreasing profits. In mature practices, large profit and quality gains are rare. But even the most developed and refined practice can make small, incremental improvements. 

4. Leave your options open. Think twice before abandoning patient services, closing down an office, or dismissing a key staff member because of some perceived slight. Even if you don’t dispense glasses today, leave room in your new office facility for a dispensary adjoining the reception area. Take an introductory Lasik course to stay current, even if you never plan to perform refractive surgery. 

5. Get and stay diversified. Sharply falling refractive surgery profitability is just the latest in a long list of hard lessons in the business of ophthalmology. For safety, no single patient service and no single payer (with the possible exception of Medicare) should represent more than a third of your cash flow. 

6. End each year with more and better relationships than you started out with.  Be balanced in your relationship building, including patients, payers, staff, local institutions, venders, lenders, and fellow doctors. 

7. Be disciplined. Most practices that get into trouble do so because their lead doctors are undisciplined in one way or another. They set performance standards for staff that they are unwilling to keep themselves. In any area where you have a history of being poorly self-disciplined (financial, exercise, dietary, etc.) hire an outside source of discipline. 

8. Work harder, after you have exhausted all opportunities to work smarter. The most financially successful surgeons I know in the world are “B” students who did exceptionally well because they simply work harder than their peers. 

9. Seize opportunity.  The most successful people in business are rash and opportunistic. If you think there are no more opportunities left in eye care, you're not looking hard enough. And if the opportunities you can see aren't appealing, it may be time to find a new profession. When opportunity knocks, take the hinges off the door. Most importantly, have sufficient personal and business capital reserves on hand to be able to accept reasonable risks. 

10. Pro-forma every major business decision. Using your current income statement as a baseline, review the impact of adding a new satellite, a new doctor, or a new patient service to your practice. Have the intellectual integrity to believe the numbers rather than relying on hunches and guestimates. At the same time, trust your instinct. A bad feeling about a potential project should trump even the rosiest financial projections. 
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