Paperless Dentistry Fights Failed Appointments

Bruce A. Stephenson, DDS, FAGD

Contrary to what many dentists think, Paperless Dentistry in not the total elimination of paper from the dental office. (A quick visit to our bathroom will confirm that paper is still very useful in our office!) And paper still makes a very good “display device” for information. But information storage, sorting, searching and retrieval is much better handled by dental computers. Paperless Dentistry is simply the use of computers, instead of paper, to efficiently handle information. When properly applied, Paperless Dentistry can be used to much more easily accomplish many routine tasks in the office that used to require an inordinate amount of people time. Dealing with failed appointments and appointment confirmations is an excellent example. In this article I will show how the use of Paperless Dentistry and some modern office procedures have greatly reduced both the number of our failed appointments and the staff time we used to have to expend of preventing those failed appointments. The steps outlined below can easily be incorporated into your own office procedure manual.
In my experience, dentists are way too tolerant of patients who miss appointments. Sure, everyone is entitled to be forgiven for an occasional memory lapse, but people who repeatedly miss dental appointments do so because they do not value what we provide. Fine. All I ask is that miss their appointments with another dentist, not with me. 

However, I would like to ensure that my patients are aware of their appointment obligations. This is especially important for patients who “pre-book” their recare visits with us 3- 6 months in advance. For years, we have depended upon computer-generated appointment confirmation post cards for these people. The problem is, you can never be sure the post office delivers those post cards in a timely manner. Follow up “confirmation calls” take a lot of time and often result in the patient canceling at the last minute. 

So here is the system we now use. It is not infallible, but it works better than anything we have tried in the past. 

Tell Patients What You Expect: 
This is the most critical part of the entire system.  Each time we make an appointment, we tell the patient, “In our office, we do not ‘double book.’ This time is reserved exclusively for you. Please don’t make an appointment you are not absolutely sure you can keep.” For appointments with me or my associate we also add, “We will not be calling you to confirm this appointment so please make a note of it.” Because we have explained the “rules” ahead of time, people know we mean business. It is rare that I or my associate have a patient fail. But it does happen. When it does, we send one of our “graded response letters.” (see below)

Show Patients How Your System Works to Their Advantage: 
When my hygienists pre-book the recare appointments, they use the same phrase, “Please don’t make an appointment you are not absolutely sure you can keep. If you are not sure, we can simply send you a post card when you are due and you can call to see what appointment times are available.”  Patients can see it is obviously to their advantage to pre-book a more desirable time but they we are serious about their responsibility to keep the appointment. (Yes, of course, hygienists make their own appointments on their own operatory computers because they know their own patients and can control their own daily stress levels, pace, days and times off, etc. We want to make sure our hygienist see how our system works to their advantage as well.)

Collect Email Addresses: 
Who ever makes the appointment also checks to see if we have the patient’s emails address. Approximately 70% of all people in this country now have email. We ask, “Do you have an email address you check every day?” If they do, the person making the appointment enters the email address directly into the computer. It is not written down on a piece of paper to be entered later by someone else. That would be very inefficient and contrary to the tenets of Paperless Dentistry.) Because email addresses are often rather cryptic and prone to mis-entry, we also tell the patient, “You will be getting an automatic email confirmation of this appointment in about 30 minutes. If you don’t get that confirmation please email us so we can correct the problem. I am also printing your appointment on the back of one of my business cards and my email address is right on the front.” Admittedly, this is the weakest part in the system because we are asking the patient to remember to check for an email and send us a response – far from a “fail-safe” system. But the computerized “fail-safe” part kicks in a little later. 
Two Weeks Before the Appointment:  

Two things happen: 1. an automatic email is sent by our automated email service AND  2. we print “bulk” mail merge post cards from our practice management software for all the patients with appointments in that week three weeks in the future. Unfortunately, these printed post cards are not generated automatically by the practice management software nor will the practice management software automatically omit the postcards for people with email addresses. However, because we have modified the postcards to include the email address, we can manually pull these postcards before we mail them. But we do not throw them away – yet. Within about twenty-four hours we get the emails “bounced” back to us for people without valid email addresses. We then pull their postcards from our non-mailed stack, write a note on the card saying we don’t seem to have their correct email address – would they please send us an email with the correct return address, and then we put the postcard into a window envelope so the patient’s address shows and mail it. (While HIPAA may not specifically prohibit mailing postcards with email addresses on them, it probably should and our office does not do it.) This step insures that each patient with an appointment in the week has been notified either by email or snail mail postcard. 

One Week Before the Appointment: 
Patients without email addresses are telephoned but not to confirm their appointment! We are calling simply to, “be sure they got the postcard with their appointment date.” These verbal skills and the words the staff uses in these calls make a very big difference in how well the overall system functions. We then mark the appointment status as “confirmed” in our computerized scheduler. 

Three Days Before the Appointment:  

Our automated email service Uappoint, sends out another email with the appointment date and time and a “return confirmation” button for the patient to click on. This button sends us an email from the patient to us confirming that they plan to keep the appointment. It also automatically marks them as “confirmed by email” on the Computerized Appointment Confirmation Page (more about this below). 

One Day Before the Appointment: 
Using the automatically generated and updated Computerized Appointment Confirmation Page, the few patients who have not “confirmed” by return email are telephoned to, “be sure you got our email for your appointment tomorrow at 10 am.” Again, we are not confirming the appointment, we are confirming that they have the information about the appointment. 
This system has several key features that make it the most efficient and “user-friendly” system we have found.

· Every patient is aware of our policy concerning the importance of their keeping appointment in our office

· Every patient gets either an email or a snail mail confirmation of their upcoming appointment starting three weeks before the appointment.

· A “fail safe” confirmation, by email or telephone,  that they are aware of their appointment is ensured 24 hours before the appointment.

· Staff is “motivated” to collect patient email addresses because it makes their jobs much easier – with email addresses in the system, the computer does almost all the work for them! (Let all your staff know how your system works in their best interest.)
· Because most patient do have email (yes, this is true in your practice, too, doctor!), the system requires much less staff time then a paper and telephone based system.

· It is an example of how “high tech” your office is in way that is really useful to patients. We get frequent calls from our patients about how enthusiastic and appreciative they are of this service.
· Overhead goes down (less staff time) while production goes up (fewer failed appointments).

I need to spend a little time discussing just what the “Computerized Appointment Confirmation Page” is and how it works. Although there are several email confirmation services available, we have chosen to use Uappoint (www.uappoint.com) because of its high level of automation. It is the only one that automatically downloads the appointment and patient information from our practice management software, then sends the email confirmations with absolutely no time or attention on our part! It also generates the Internet-based Computerized Appointment Confirmation Page I spoke about above (see figure 1). This page is totally automatic and updated continuously in real time. Like the email confirmations, it requires no work on the part of staff. Because it is on the Internet, not on an office computer, I can monitor the confirmation status of my practice from home … or from any computer in the world! It is a secure, password protected system that also allows my staff to work from their homes if they wish. A very handy and unique feature of Uappoint is its ability to “extract” not only appointment dates and times, but appointment confirmation status information from my practice management software appointment scheduler. When ever we make a new appointment, it is automatically updated in Uappoint. If a patient is marked as “confirmed” in the computer appointment book, Uappoint automatically updates and displays that information on their Computerized Appointment Confirmation Page. This means that all appointment confirmation information is available and can be managed from one screen in real time from any where on the planet!  This is by far the easiest to use system I have seen. It exemplifies exactly what I think Paperless Dentistry should do … all the work that used to take hours of unproductive staff time! Uappoint costs only about $200 per month … about the cost of only one prevented failed appointment!
I also mentioned above the “graded response” letters we use when patients do occasionally do fail appointments in our office. They are a total of four different letters, included below, that we usually send out in sequence. If the patient does not “get the message” by the third letter, the forth letter “fires” them from our practice. Yes, we really do fire patients. For the health of your practice, you should, too! You should not tolerate repeat failed appointments in your practice. Clearly tell patients what you expect of them and “fire” the ones that don’t do as you ask. These patients make you nuts, drive up your overhead, and force you to charge your good patients higher fees to make up for their irresponsibility. 

I have used the word “automatic” or “automatically” twelve times in this article. That’s what dental computers and Paperless Dentistry should do for us! Not require more work from staff but to relieve them, automatically and without any effort on their parts, of some of the tedious, non-production but very necessary “scut work” they used to have to do. Paperless Dentistry is a “force multiplier” for staff … and for dentists! The Uappoint email confirmation service, coupled with the office systems outlined in this article, provide an excellent example of how the concepts of Paperless Dentistry can be applied to more effectively and efficiently deal with the very vexing and costly problems of failed appointments. 
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Figure 1: Computerized Appointment Confirmation Page from Uappoint.com. 
The patients’ addresses and telephone numbers have been “smudged” in this example but provide additional useful information for contacting patients. Notice the confirmation status on the right side of the screen which can be either changed manually or automatically with information downloaded from the practice management software appointment scheduler. This screen provides all the information necessary to manage appointment confirmations all in one place, updated continuously in real time. 

Our Graded Response Letters:  
While we use the letters in this order, everyone does not get all four letters. Some patients, the ones we have already identified as irresponsible flakes, get the last letter after their first failed appointment! Patients who fail two consecutive appointments get the last letter after the second failed appointment. The most common situations are patient who keep most appointments but some how cannot seem to make all of them. We usually give these people the benefit of the doubt that they will learn we mean what we say and reform their bad habits. These letters are “pre-typed” in our practice management software so they can easily be modified and sent by any of our staff … even our hygienists! Notice that all the letters are personally signed by me. These letters were all written by me, are not copywrited, and you are welcome to use or modify them in any way you wish.

After the first missed appointment:

We are sorry you were unable to make your appointment with us today.

We believe that your time is valuable and that you deserve our undivided attention when you are in our office. For this reason, we do not double-book appointments like some other practices and clinics do. 

When we schedule an appointment for you, that time is yours. It belongs to you. So when cancellations happen - especially without notice or very short notice - there is no way we can re-schedule this time. This keeps our other patients waiting needlessly for treatment.

Of course we realize that emergencies do happen. But in the future, please try to schedule only appointments you are certain you can keep. 

Thank you for understanding our problem. We look forward to seeing you soon!

Sincerely,

Bruce A. Stephenson, DDS 

After the second missed appointment:

We are sorry you were unable to make your appointment with us today.

We do not charge for failed appointments in our office but we ask those people who repeatedly miss appointments to seek care with another dentist. In the future, please do not schedule any appointment you are not absolutely sure you can keep.

Thank you for understanding our problem. 

If you would like to schedule another appointment, please give us a call. 

Sincerely,

Bruce A. Stephenson, DDS 

After the third missed appointment:

We are sorry you were unable to make your appointment with us today. This is your third last minute cancellation or failed appointment in our office.

We do not charge for failed appointments in our office but we ask those people who repeatedly miss appointments to seek care with another dentist. Last minute cancellations and failed appointments force other patients, who are waiting to see us, to wait even longer.

If you miss any additional appointments in our office, we are going to ask you to transfer to another dentist. 

Thank you for understanding our problem. 

If you would like to schedule another appointment … one you are absolutely certain you can keep … please give us a call. 

Sincerely,

Bruce A. Stephenson, DDS

After forth missed appointment:

Because you have broken more than one appointment without twenty-four hours notice, we will not be able to schedule any more appointments for you or your family.

If some dental emergency should arise during the next ten days, we will be happy to relieve any pain or infection until you can find a new dentist to care for you.

We are sorry to lose any patient from our practice but as we informed you, we cannot make up for the time we lose when patients fail to come in without giving us sufficient notice.

Please feel free to ask to have your x-rays and any information we can provide sent to your new dentist.

We strongly advise that you select a new dentist as soon as possible to complete your required treatment and to prevent any serious dental problems or infections.

Sincerely,

Bruce A. Stephenson, DDS

