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Internal Referral Generation
DentistryForDiabetics℠

by Dr. Charles Martin
Wouldn’t it be great to have an easy, simple step that you could do right in your office to generate new patients every day?  Something that never wears out, a step that is congruent with who you are and what you stand for, that allows you to help other people?  A step that allows you to engage your own patients in helping you help others? In fact, by engaging your own patients, not only do you improve your relationship with them, but you improve the relationship with the future patients they refer and increase their readiness to say yes to your highest and best offerings.   

It also gives your existing patient base something to talk about, and that’s important.  Frankly, most people think of dentistry in rather mundane terms and we don’t want to bore our patients.  

Enabling our own patients to make recommendations to others energizes them to participate with us and become recognized for that participation.  This is an important point to make.  In the process of this, you want to make sure to recognize and reward those who’ve helped you out.

So what is Internal Referral Generation?  It is simply asking your existing patients to refer others to you.  But done correctly, nicely and politely.  It’s really quite easy.
How Does it All Start?
It starts with Signage.  For example, signage about DentistryForDiabetics℠, or one that says, “If you are diabetic or pre-diabetic be sure to let us know.  We have important information for you.”  Your signage can be in the form of a button that every staff member wears that says, “Ask me about diabetes and pre-diabetes”.  In other words, we’re going to begin a conversation and arouse some curiosity. 

How Does This Work?
Someone chooses a patient to talk to, typically at the morning huddle, the meeting before your day starts.  By reviewing the schedule, your staff people will pick who they’d like to talk to that day.  The whole reason for this selection process is so that no one patient gets asked multiple times.
When is it Done?
It can be done any time during a patient visit, hygiene or doctor.  It really does not matter.  It should be part of the conversation that you have with each patient.
Here is what is exciting: For every four patients you talk to, there is a very real possibility of getting one or two that will give you information that allows you to generate a new patient.  (We’ve seen three in four give you information.)
What Do I Say and How Do I Say It?

A patient initiates conversation with you because they see internal signage, some promotion you’ve done or they’ve read a staff button.  The patient says to staff member or doctor, “What is this DentistryForDiabetics all about?”  or, “Can you explain to me what this is?” or some variation of this question.  

The staff member or doctor would say, “Thanks for that question.  A lot of people don’t know about the relationship between diabetes and their dental health.  Let me explain it.  There is a closed loop between dental health and diabetes.  Your diabetes makes your dental health worse, more difficult.  And, poor dental health makes your diabetes worse.  It doesn’t even matter if you are diabetic or pre-diabetic.  Inadequate or poor dental care and gum infections affect the level of blood glucose control, making it worse.  

“Here’s the horrible thing: Most people don’t know this.  Do you have any family or friends that are diabetic or pre-diabetic?”
Then you will pause, and give the patient some time to consider this question.  Now realize that diabetes is so frequent in American culture, that generally 1 in 5 adults beyond age 60 are diabetic.  Generally, almost everyone knows a family member or relative that is diabetic or pre-diabetic or have a diabetic friend.  

 So a typical answer, after they’ve thought it over, might be, “Why yes I do.  My _______ is diabetic and I also have a friend, __________ who is diabetic too.”
Staff member or doctor would then say, “Why don’t we send them a packet of information about these potentially deadly connections.  You do want them to know about it right?” And then, if there is any hesitation on the part of the patient, “Wouldn’t it make sense to help them by putting them in the know?” to get the patients agreement.

Next, this is what the doctor or staff will say, “Here’s what we’ll do.  We’ll let you write a short 2 to 3 sentence note to your friend or family member explaining that we will be sending them a package of information by mail.  After you are done with the note, we will put it in the mail and make sure the package gets sent to them right away.”
A patient’s typical response, “Ok, that sounds good.” And there is a possible additional statement from the patient, “well, what do I say in my note?” to which you should reply, “Oh that’s easy. Here is a simple sample of what you could say.”  Now it’s important for you to have personal card stock or stationery, it can be the doctor’s version but preferably it’s going to be plain, personal stationery or a card that can be opened up and written on.  
What Do I Write On The Card?
Here’s the sample of what goes in the card: 
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Generally everyone has at least one person they know or know about that is diabetic.  Some know many.  Diabetics tend to know a lot of other diabetics.  Some patients will readily agree and give you more than one name. 

 Here’s the rule, for every four patients you talk to and make this offering, one or two will help their friend or family member.  For every ten packages of information sent out, you can expect at least one to two new patients,  Because of the follow up system we’ve instituted for DentistryForDiabetics, we may be able to improve on these results.   

Once the patient has written the note on the note card or stationery, let the patient address the envelope, place the card in it and then mail it for them.
Entering Prospective Patients Into the System
Then go to www.DentistryForDiabetics.com/backoffice.  Once there, enter the referred person’s name into the form, ensuring you select your office.  Hit send information to prospective patient and the package will be sent for you from DFD Marketing Services.  
Initiating the Conversation
What about the patient who doesn’t ask about diabetes even when you have signage or buttons?  What if you don’t have your buttons or signage up right now?  How can you initiate a conversation about diabetes?  

This is that famous, ‘did you know?” question.  “Did you know (patient name), that diabetes is on the rise in this country.  In fact, it’s becoming an epidemic.  Do you have anyone in your family that is diabetic?”  This would be one way to initiate the conversation.

Another would be, “You know (patient name), we are finding that our patients who have diabetes have a harder time with their dental work unless they keep up with it and are very proactive.  Since you don’t have diabetes that makes it much easier on you.  But I have a question, and frankly it’s a concern.  Most people with diabetes don’t know they have that problem, in fact very few know about the complications.  Do you happen to know any family members or friends that have diabetes?” Then you go right into the conversation just like before.  You explain to them the connection between diabetes and dentistry and then offer to send information just like before.   
What if the Patient Doesn’t Know or Have the Address?
Another question that comes up is what if the patient doesn’t have the friend or family member’s address?  
Here you have a number of options.  Remember one thing- now more than ever people are carrying around a digital assistant (i.e. Blackberry or some other fancy phone) that allows them to have those addresses with them. Many times, they carry an address book. 
The second thing is that they can easily look it up online, in a regular phone directory, or some other place where they may have the contact info jotted down.  
Another option is to have them go ahead and fill out the card.  Even give them the stamped envelope and put the card inside and have them put the address on it when they get home. What’s the danger of doing it this way?  They’ll never mail it in the first place.  Chances are they will mail it because you have made such a big deal about it and you have already done all most of the work for them.  All they have to do is address it, stick it in the mail and they are done.  

The preferred methodology is to let the patient go home and find the contact information. They patient would then call you, you would address the note and then drop it in the mail. This will assure you that the address was given, it actually gets in the mail and you can have a follow-up.  If the patient doesn’t call you back or email you the information, you can call or email them.  

Any of these ways will work.  I suggest that you adopt the one that will work best for you in your office. 
A Token Of Appreciation
Now, here is an important point.  Once they have filled out the card, give them a small, unexpected gift.  What kind of small gift?  Give out a $5-$10.00 card to Starbucks or Barnes & Noble, etc.  The important thing is to give them a small gift as an acknowledgement of what they’ve done. Behavior that gets rewarded gets repeated. 

I know what you may be thinking, ‘Gosh, I don’t know…this might not be easy to do’.  Remember this, when a patient reacts negatively it’s because either they didn’t understand, you didn’t have sufficient rapport to begin this conversation or maybe they are just in a bad mood.  Interestingly, your reaction- your concern is way overblown 95% of the time.  Very few patients will give you a hard time, particularly if your communication with them is done in a friendly way.  Plus, we aren’t asking them to refer anyone directly, we are asking them to allow us to send their friend or family member important information about the connection between diabetes and dentistry.

There are some things you can do to prevent a surprise like a negative reaction.  First of all begin in a friendly way.  Number two, make it fun and make it a game.  Practice the scenarios and scripts in order for your staff to be more comfortable.  Remember that these scripts are principles and concepts and don’t have to be followed verbatim.  

If you do have a “bad one” just understand that this person wasn’t ready to offer help.  Smile at them and say “no problem”.  Accept their position and then offer them more information.  

There are a number of ways that you can approach this with your existing patients.  Remember that this is easy, simple, successful, fun and profitable.  
I suggest that the doctor and staff make a game of this.  Create targets and see how many new patients can be generated.  It doesn’t cost you much and it’s really the bedrock of our entire internal marketing system.  
The Patient Engagement Flow Chart (see graphic on page 8)
The great thing about in office referral generation is that in can be done with any of the services that you offer.  Frankly, patients know so little that any time you introduce new information they can generally think of someone they know that needs help.  

Let’s talk about the scale of emotional states that the both your patients go through and the person that they refer indirectly goes through.   

On one side there is the passionate proponent and on the other side is their loyalty.  If you look at this graph, you can see that it starts with communication.  In this case, to your existing patient, through communication your patient becomes aware of something.  

It becomes personalized as you talk with that individual person.  Then, as you provide information, they have a realization and you actually awaken the desire to help other people which is a natural state for virtually everyone.  

They can see how they can make a contribution to someone else and now you’ve helped provide them with the motivation to act.  The activation in this case is the writing of the note that we are going to send to their friend.  The reward obviously, is when you gift them for their help, and now they have a great sense of being part of the group, actually a member inside your practice.

This graphic also applies to the new patient that comes in as a referral from that existing patient.  They receive communication in the form of the note and the package of information.  They become aware of something they weren’t aware of.  It’s personalized because their friend has asked this to be sent and now they have information they can use.  

They have a realization about their dental health and about diabetes or other condition and now they understand that they need help.  They see how their health status has contributed to their dental health and vice versa.  Now we provide motivation for them to actually act.  For that reason they give you a call and they come in for a presentation in your office.  You reward them with information, understanding and treatment and as a result they become part of your group, part of the membership of your practice.
These emotional states help create connections inside your practice and allows it to become a self-propelling, self-perpetuating system.  Each patient can go through the same cycle.  In fact, in this particular case, the person who received the package of information who becomes your patient and likes you, is a prime candidate to be asked for diabetic referrals that they know about.   
It’s nearly a perfect system.  It’s inexpensive and easy.  There are lots of people to talk to and it’s very simple.  

Have fun with it!
Sincerely, 
(Name of Dentist) DDS/DMD
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Dear ____________, 





Hi, this is (patient’s name).  I was thinking of you today when my dentist told me about the potentially deadly connection between diabetes and one’s teeth.  I asked my dentist, Dr.__________ to send you a package of information about it called DentistryForDiabetics.  You’ll be getting it in the mail, look for it.  Because you’re my (friend or family member) I thought you would want to know.


 


Sincerely, 


(patient’s name).











