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Dispensing Eyeglasses:  

More Than a Perk 
for Patients

Competition for lucrative spectacle sales extends beyond the practice’s walls.
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S ome ophthalmologists dispense eyewear as a 
convenience to their patients with the philosophy 
that, even if the practice just breaks even, the 

option for one-stop shopping is a perk that patients 
appreciate, and it may even help generate surgical 
patient referrals. Others take full advantage of the 
potentially robust retail revenue stream: close to 65% 
of the adult US population reports wearing some form 
of prescription eyewear, and experts claim that eye-
glass sales—if aggressively pursued—can account for as 
much as 30% of an eye care practice’s revenue. Figures 
like these suggest that having an in-house dispensary 
makes good sense, if effectively managed and marketed.

If the possibility of bringing dispensing in-house 
sounds like a viable option to further satisfy patients 
and grow your practice, there are two distinct strate-
gies. The first is to hire an optical manager who would 
take the reins of the initiative, including hiring appro-
priate staff, dealing with vendors, ordering inventory, 
and essentially being responsible for the day-to-day 
minutiae of making spectacles and contact lenses avail-
able to your patients and others. The other option is 
to hire an optical dispensary management company. 
The second approach works equally well whether you 

are starting an optical shop or expanding a bare-bones 
operation into a full-service dispensary. 

Joseph Casorio of Vision Associates  
(  www.visionassociatesinc.com), an optical dispensary 
management and consulting company based in Warren 
Township, New Jersey, says one of the most important 
things that a practice must consider before opening 
an optical dispensary is whether or not it can be sup-
ported. Mr. Casorio knows what he is talking about: 
Vision Associates manages more than 80 dispensaries in 
ophthalmology practices across the country. The com-
pany makes practices submit to a feasibility evaluation 
prior to deciding whether or not to open or enlarge a 
dispensary. Mr. Casorio’s business partner Kurt Behrle 
says physical considerations such as space available 
within the practice as well as the number of prescrip-
tions written and the demographics of the practice are 
among the top considerations. 

Billing and insurance reimbursement is another chore 
that is integral to the management of an in-house dis-
pensary. Mr. Casorio points out that one of the benefits 
of Vision Associates’ having so many diverse clients 
throughout the United States is that the company has 
dealt with just about every third-party payer and is 
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familiar with the operations of all those entities. “We 
take care of all the third-party billing on behalf of our 
clients,” he says. “We do all the processing and all of the 
follow-up and anything else that is required to receive 
reimbursement. That is a huge day-to-day responsibility 
that the client is typically thrilled to delegate or, more 
aptly, get rid of.” Mr. Behrle points out that any claims 
that require additional follow-up are reviewed by Vision 
Associates’ insurance coordinator. “Our management 
team has a thorough understanding of all forms of 
third-party insurance, including Medicare, VSP, Davis 
Vision, and EyeMed, among others,” says Mr. Behrle. 

When a practice employs Vision Associates, inventory 
management is among its most appreciated services, 
according to Mr. Casorio. “An analysis of the practice’s 
geographic area is conducted in an effort to gain an under-
standing of competitive price structures and consumer 
preferences, and then we provide inventory targeted to 
the practice’s patient demographic,” Mr. Behrle notes. 
“Our board management system allows us to maintain 
current, targeted products on display at all times.”

Mr. Behrle explains that when an ophthalmology 
practice hires Vision Associates to manage its optical dis-
pensary, the staff of the dispensary is employed by Vision 
Associates. If the practice is satisfied with its current opti-
cal personnel, Vision Associates offers all existing optical 
employees the opportunity to remain. “Keeping the staff 
in place enables us to evaluate their performance,” says 
Mr. Behrle. “If, for any reason during their employment, 
we feel a change is in order, we consult with the practice 
before any action is taken. The practice has final approv-
al of all optical employment decisions.”

Each practice is assigned a regional optical dispensary 
manager whose function is to oversee the optical staff. 
“They work side by side with the optician to ensure 
they understand the procedures, computer software, 
and all aspects of the dispensary to provide the best 
patient care,” Mr. Behrle says.

SIGNIFICANT INVESTMENT 
Pennsylvania ophthalmic consultant Lauren Gold Kahn 

of EyeOpportunities helps ophthalmic practices start 
up dispensaries and also hires herself out to practices to 
identify glitches that are blocking profitability. She says the 
difference between practices that really succeed with in-
house dispensing and those that marginally succeed is that 
the former “properly manage their inventory.”

Ms. Gold Kahn points out that maintaining a diverse 
and up-to-date inventory, paying the dispensary staff’s 
salaries, and financing the actual physical dispensary struc-
tures—boards, cabinetry, lighting, etc.—are a significant 

investment. She stresses that the structure and inventory 
have to be stellar, because they are a reflection of the sur-
gical practice. “You want them to be really special, because 
if they are outdated or ho-hum, it detracts from your 
brand and affects the practice’s reputation,” she says. 

Maintaining inventory that is varied enough to satisfy 
the discerning patient is even more important today 
than ever because of competition from online spec-
tacle retailers. E-retail spending is expected to increase 
62% by 2016, according to Forrester Research, which 
derives its estimates from US Census Department data. 
Forrester projects that 192 million US consumers will 
shop online in 2016, up 15% from 167 million in 2012. 

Online spectacle retailers are not limited by the pedes-
trian challenges that affect brick-and-mortar dispensa-
ries such as space. Their “virtual” shelf space and board 
displays are essentially limitless. When online spectacle 
sales began seeping into the mainstream marketplace, 
it was suggested that patients should be warned away 
from buying online for two reasons: first, lens quality 
and spectacle fit were questionable; and second, eye care 
providers naturally wanted to protect their territory. 
Today, there are many legitimate online eyeglass retail-
ers that are associated with lens companies and eye care 
providers, so advising patients to avoid online eyeglass 
sales is almost a no-win situation. The better solution is 
to have an inventory exciting enough that patients will 
not want to stray to the online sites, says Ms. Gold Kahn. 
“Something I tell every single client is that if they don’t 
address the needs of everyone, the dispensary won’t 
thrive,” she says. “They need to have all the different 
price points on their boards, and they need to commit 
to having the proper mix of products so that they don’t 
ignore any potential patient. If a patient says they are 
going to shop online because they think they can get a 
better price on the Internet, you should be able to offer 
them an equally attractive price point and be able to 
guarantee the results.” This, she adds, can make a real 
difference, especially to the type of premium practice 
patient that appreciates a bit of extra attention.

The practices that Vision Associates manages offer a 
price-protection guarantee that Mr. Behrle says provides 
patients with the confidence that they are getting the 
spectacles for the best price. “Our price-protection guar-
antee states that we will beat the price of any competi-
tor for same or like items,” he says. “They trusted their 
physician with their eyes; they should be able to trust 
them when it comes to purchasing their glasses.”  

Bob Main (read his blog at:  
 www.TomorrowsOptical.info), a Utah-based Internet 

business consultant with a background in online 
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optical sales, helps ophthalmologists develop ways to 
take advantage of the online arena rather than bemoan 
the competition. “Experts who are watching the industry 
suggest that, ultimately, 10% to 15% of eyeglass sales will 
be generated online,” says Mr. Main. “While I don’t advise 
that ophthalmic practices become on-line spectacle sell-
ers, I do maintain that, in order to compete, they need to 
do everything possible to create an inviting and exciting 
online presence. Most ophthalmologists will not venture 
into selling eyeglasses on line, but they still need to have 
on their website a thorough eyewear showroom depict-
ing the brands they make available and the frames that 
they carry at their practice. Ultimately, the patient should 
be able to have a sense of what the practice has to offer 
by looking at the website before showing up for the eye 
exam so when they get their prescription, they will want 
to at least look at the provider’s board and not just go 
elsewhere with the prescription.” 

THE IMPORTANCE OF EXTRAS
Mr. Main points out that, historically, dispensaries 

derive profits on second and third pairs of eyeglasses. 
Although the data support this, it is soft, and it appears 
that the online eyewear sales have an effect. “Often, peo-
ple have a vision plan that covers the first pair, and then 
they purchase sunglasses or an extra pair to keep at the 
office or embellished ones for special occasions,” he says. 
“These second and third pairs are often the ones that are 
now being purchased online at a discount. Extra spectacles 
must be visible on the brick-and-mortar dispensary’s web-
site and in-house on the boards as well in order not to be 
lost to online retailers.” The bottom line, Mr. Main says, 
is that ophthalmological practices need to have a strong 
online presence. This includes a professionally designed 
website and a visible presence on social media. Consumers 
are online every day looking for eye health information, 
and if the ophthalmologist does not have a strong online 
presence, Web-savvy consumers will look elsewhere.

The Vision Council (VC;  www.thevisioncouncil.org) 
began gathering data on these transactions in 2007. 
Among its findings are that there has been a 650% 
increase in online eyewear sales since 2007. In the VC’s 
most recently released Internet Influence Report (based 
on feedback from 10,000 survey participants), it was 
reported that approximately 1.6 million pairs of prescrip-
tion eyeglasses were purchased online during 2011. The 
VC found that approximately 32% of people who had 
used the Internet to assist in their last eyewear purchase 
to gather information or compare frames and prices, 
among other things, actually ended up making the pur-
chase online.

The writing is on the wall, and here is what it says. 
Dispensing eyeglasses can be lucrative if a practice is 
committed to making the most of the opportunity. The 
competition is great, however, and the competition from 
Internet sales is greater than initially anticipated. 
Mr. Main says, “To protect one’s market share and poten-
tially even expand it, eye care providers who dispense 
need to, at the very least, have a professional-quality web-
site and a Facebook page displaying a varied optical selec-
tion that engages their patients.” n

Kurt Behrle may be reached at (800) 346-7486; 
kbehrle@visassoc.com.

Joseph Casorio may be reached at (800) 346-7486; 
jcasorio@visassoc.com.

Lauren Gold Kahn may be reached at (215) 646-5178; 
eyeopportunities@aol.com.

Bob Main may be reached at (801) 253-4868; 
bob@bobmain.net.

Today, there are more than 200 optical retail websites. 
Some online eyeglass retailers are associated with optical 
industry icons, such as Essilor-owned  
(www.essilor.com/en/Pages/Home.aspx) FramesDirect 
(http://tinyurl.com/q8supmv), and others such as Warby 
Parker (www.warbyparker.com) are run by entrepreneurs 
with no experience in the optical field, but more than 
make up for it with a winning marketing strategy based on 
brand recognition and creative public relations strategies. 
Many do not offer progressive or bifocal lenses, but will 
sell consumers frames for 10% less and instruct them to 
take them to a brick-and-mortar optical shop to have the 
appropriate lenses made.

Here’s a random sample of a few Internet eyewear retailers:
•  EyebuyDirect.com (www.eyebuydirect.com/about-us.

htmlglassesUSA.com): Generic and designer frames. 
Bifocal and progressive lenses available for extra charge 
(owned by Essilor).

•  GlassesUSA.com (www.glassesusa.com): Large designer 
frame selection; unique virtual try-on mirror. 

•  Coastal.com (www.coastal.com/glasses): Offers unique 
frame styles at affordable prices (owned by Essilor). 

•  Optical4Less.com (www.optical4less.com): Will fit existing 
lenses into new frames. 

•  ClassicSpecs.com (www.classicspecs.com):  
Free try-on-at-home program; brick-and-mortar  
showroom in Brooklyn, NY,

• ZenniOptical (http://tinyurl.com/qj77z8l): eyeglasses from 
$6.99. Upcharge for everything, shipping, coatings etc.

BEYOND BRICK AND MORTAR 


