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Worried About a Light Appointment Book?
Longer-Term Forecasting With Clinic and Surgery Booking Trends

© J. Pinto & Associates, Inc.  All Rights Reserved.
At the start of every winter and every summer, my office phone starts ringing in earnest. “John, you’ve got to get in here. Our volume is going through the floor.” These normal, seasonal lulls in patient volume are often misinterpreted by clients as the harbinger of disaster. In a few cases, these concerns are warranted. But more often, light clinics and surgical calendars are driven by normal, seasonal market forces, some of which are under administrative control. Slips in volume that you can’t control can at least be predicted and braced for in advance. 

Diagnosing the difference between seasonal lulls and a truly adverse practice trend is a fundamental practice management challenge, easily addressed with a few simple graphs generated with Excel, Lotus or similar software.   

Booking Trends Analysis
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Let’s say you have a two-year-old Lasik practice. Surgical volume has grown every month since inception, except for the last three months. You’ve fallen from a high of 72 cases in May, and to just 62, 58 and 47 cases in June, July and August. You wonder, “Does this drop signal a durable trend, or is it just a seasonal lull?”  “Why were we so surprised when volumes dropped?” As you can see, the answers are easy to find in the following graph, which tracks Lasik cases performed and Lasik cases scheduled and on the books at the end of each month. 

Notice in this simplified example how the drop in scheduled cases precedes the drop in actual monthly cases performed…and how the resurgence in cases scheduled precedes any actual rise in case volumes performed. Adopting this graph in your practice as part of your routine monthly reports can enhance financial forecasting, and help indicate if marketing efforts are trailing off in effectiveness. Perhaps as importantly, this graph can help anxious surgeons and managers see that the practice is about to turn around well before the actual surgical case volumes are reported. 

Multi-Year/Longitudinal Analysis

Here’s a second example, with a different graphing approach to forecasting. In the graph below I’ve shown the 8-year  revenue (collection) trends for a growing two-surgeon practice. As you can see, in several recent months revenue went through wild gyrations, up and down. Were it not for this long-term graph, these doctors might be alarmed about the trend of their practice. But as this graph shows, the practice’s long-term trends are indeed very favorable. As it turns out, the up and down collection swings were due to three overlapping factors: A new computer system, new billing staff and unusually lengthy doctor vacations. Once these factors were stabilized, revenue trends were back on track, as the graph indicates.
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You can obviously also measure the long-term trends in other performance data, such as practice costs or case volume. It can be particularly useful to measure the long-term graphic trends of common performance ratios, such as the revenue per FTE-month (the monthly collections divided by the full-time equivalent staff count in your practice), or the practice’s surgical density (the total monthly patient encounters divided by the number of major surgical cases). 

These graphs are just two approaches to forecasting that can go a long way toward relieving surgeon anxiety about a single week’s light bookings or a single month’s collection problems.

Responding to Periods of Seasonal Decline

Markets with profound seasonal swings—the sunshine and permafrost belts of the country where the snowbirds come and go—are particularly susceptible to significant semi-annual volume fluctuations. These can be addressed in one of two ways.  You can constrict expenses during lean months, reduce staffing, and time surgeon vacations to patient lulls. Or you can add less-cyclical elective care, such as refractive surgery or primary eye care and dispensing, to fill in the valleys. 

Given medicine’s comparatively consistent cash flow and higher profit margins, ophthalmic practice managers rarely get much exercise floating their receivables or trimming expenses during lean times. With any luck, we’ll continue to be relatively insulated. You can continue to avoid surprises by tracking both the long- and near-term trends in your practice, and asking questions whenever the current figures are out of line with internal trends or national benchmarks. 

* * *
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