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careful observers of small details that give

us a glimpse into the lives of patients and
enable us ro understand their values, goals,
challenges and interests over time. Effective
salespeople know this tactic, and they gather
pieces of imporrant informartion abour their
customers. Effective physicians must do the
same, using the skills in the next step.
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2. Uncover patienis’ actual neads
Perhaps the most critical skill in uncovering
the needs of a client or patient is the skill of
inquiry. Central to good dialogue, inquiry
involves asking questions with a spirit of curi-
osity and with a goal of trying to understand
how others perceive the world around them.
Great salespeople probe to meet customer
expectations and to see how they can be
of assistance in the future. In essence, they
establish themselves as trusted partners and
lay the foundation for future business, even if
they may not be of immediate assistance.

At firs glance, the way to uncover

patients’ needs may seem straightforward:
Simply ask an open-ended question such as,
“What brings you in today?” Bur there is
more to it than thar.

Many cases of patient dissatisfaction
can be traced to an inadequate discovery
of patient needs. For example, I recently
saw a patient who indicated, when I asked,
that she had come to get her iron levels
checked. Given the hectic nature of the
day, I was tempted to draw the lab tests
and call it a day. Suspecting cthat this would
not have met her needs, I responded with
interest: “It sounds like this is worrying
you. Whar brings you to want to get these
levels checked?”

As the conversation unfolded, she pro-
ceeded to tell me that she had resolved to
improve her health by losing weighc. Her
plan included eating right and exercising,
but she said thar she lacked the energy to
exercise. She had done some preliminary
research that had led her to think abourt
her iron levels. As a result of our conversa-
tion, we wete able to enhance her trust, gain
insight into her goals and identify other
areas where our office’s clinical services
could be helpful. By taking the rime to
probe a bit deeper, we created the founda-
tion for a stronger long-term physician-
patient relationship.

T use this approach often, especially wich
new patients or with those who come for
annual physical exams. Asking patients to
describe how they see themselves in five
years and how I can help them attain their
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Physicians who
struggle with patient
compliance should ;
consider trying a’
“sales” approach dur-
' ing'pétient‘_ViSit's.k" k

Sellihg a treatment
plan to a patient
involves converting a
sense of apathy to a
sense of urgency.
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Before a patient will
buy into your plan, yoLl
must'create a partner-
ship with your patients
based on trust and
understanding.
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To gain your patients’
trust, show interest in
their values and goals.

P
Be a good listener and
refrain from dominat-
ing the conversation
during visits.

. o
If you force patients
to accept a treatment
plan before they are
ready, they will be
less likely to trust your
advice and comply
with the plan.
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Just as successful
salespeople always
follow up with their
clients, physicians
should call or e-mail
patients after a visit to
find out how they are
doing.

goals is a good starting point. Physical exams
become “game plans” for meeting needs over
time, and they allow us to pace our progress.
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diniogue, not moenglogue
Just as phy51c1ans dislike salespeople who
seem to dominate the interaction, patients
dislike us when we do the same. The days of
patients accepting prescriptive and paternal-
istic advice from their physician are nearing
their end. Leave the didactic monologues
behind.

Instead, ask questions, explore values
and make a connection with every patient.

minutes of walking three times per week. In
our practice, we would then ask, “Does this
approach sound OK to you?” to confirm a
commitment or invite negotiation.

i foliow un
Effective. salespeople always follow up wich
their customers on prior sales to determine
whether they were satisfied with rheir solu-
tions. They also follow up just to say hi,
which demonstrates that the customer is

important to them.
Physicians should do the same. I also
ask patients to follow up with me by phone

Rather than hearing patients’ complaints
and immediately responding with a solution,
dig deeper. Find out how their problems
affect their day-to-day lives, or how they
have approached the problem and what
their results have been. Support their inter-
nal knowledge, and recognize that they
often do know their own bodies. Only after
they have finished speaking should you
address other options. Ask patients how
these other options sound in the context of
their overall goals.

4. Don't force "the close™
“The close” is a sales term that describes
the phase of the interaction during which
the salesperson obtains a commitment from
the customer to close the deal and proceed
to the next step. The timing of this step,
however, is critical for success. You can’t get
people to “sign on the dotted line” before
they are ready. If you push it too soon, you’ll
instill a sense of mistrust and even anger.

How do you know if a patient is ready?
One technique is called a “test close.” For
example, if a patient with uncontrolled
diabetes says he’s too busy to exercise, try
saying: “It sounds like time has been your
biggest concern when it comes to exercising.
If we could find an exercise plan that doesn’t
take a lot of time, would you be willing to
move forward?”

If the proposal is acceptable to the
patient, then you can move to the “close.” In
this example, it may be prescribing just 15
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or e-mail in a"week to update me on how
our plan is working, or, even better, I ask
permission to contact them within the same
time frame. If you don’t have time to fol-
low up yourself, have your staff call patiencs
after their visits to ask how things are going,
whether their goals are progressing and
whether they would like to make another
appointment to see you. Patients appreciate
when our office staff is able to support them
as they work toward their goals. Your office
can also show patients they are important
by sending birthday cards, e-mailing health
tips and pursuing other avenues of contact.
These build commitment and place mini-
mal burden on your staff.

Dcvclopmg strong pamcnt relamonshlps with
high levels of sacisfaction is challenging,

but it is a realistic goal. These lessons can
provide {resh insight into our approach wich
patients and can lead to a greater under-
standing of patients’ needs and increased
levels of compliance. The trust that evolves
will create a foundation we can build on for
years to come. §

Send comments to fpmedit@aafp.org.
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