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Identifying goals plants the seeds for practice growth, but you
need to tend those goals to reap worthwhile rewards.

 



braham Lincoln once stated,  “A goal
properly set is halfway reached.”
For a dermatology practice, to
“properly set” a goal requires
recognizing the practice’s pur-
pose, understanding the prac-

tice’s current standing in the healthcare com-
munity, and developing a written strategic
plan based on that information. In fact, fail-
ure to properly set goals only leads to unreal-
istic aspirations, often due to overlooked
financial considerations or misinterpreted mar-
ket demands. 

As discussed last month, setting aside time to
formulate the vision and mission statements and
to conduct a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, threats) analysis is fundamental to
the strategic planning and goal setting process.
Omitting either of these steps will only hinder your abili-
ty to develop a practical, attainable vision or long-term goal for
your practice. Once the vision is clear, it then become necessary
to develop a plan to turn the vision into reality. This plan becomes
your practice’s mission and takes the form of goals and strategies. The
challenge, however, is making sure your long-term vision is realistic and
then setting tangible, measurable short-term goals that will serve as step-
ping-stones to achieving your vision. Let’s look a little more closely at
ensuring your goals are feasible, taking action, monitoring progress, and
preparing for challenges that will inevitably arise along the way.
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Being Realistic 
The insight gained from your practice’s
SWOT analysis provides the foundation for
your goal setting. Based on this knowledge, most
practices develop one major long-term goal they want
to accomplish within a three to five year time period,
such as addressing office space limitations due to recent
growth or transitioning from medical to cosmetic der-
matology. While this goal will initially be more gen-
eral than specific in nature, focus on making this
goal as specific as possible early on in the planning
process. For example, let’s say your practice offers
primarily medical services and minimal cosmet-
ic services, limited to low-level procedures such
as chemical peels, Botox injections, and soft
tissue fillers. However, your long-term
vision is to increase the number and types
of low-level cosmetic services offered and
eventually expand into mid-level elec-
tive procedures, such as non-ablative
resurfacing. Although a good start, this
goal lacks specificity; a practice with this
goal must define early on how many and
what type of low-level cosmetic procedures
it ultimately wants to perform. For example,
a more specific goal might be to increase the
number of chemical peels by 20 percent, Botox
injections by 30 percent, and soft tissue fillers by 20 per-
cent over the next 18 months. Keep in mind that only once you
have a clear picture of where you are going can you adequately
set immediate and short-term goals and strategies to reach them.

Before taking action, it’s imperative to assess whether the
long-term goal is realistic. This requires considering whether
other aspects—personal, economic, political, social, and pro-
fessional—will work with or against the practice as you strive
to meet goals. Let’s look more closely at how each of these
aspects relates to the viability of your long-term vision.

Personal Aspects. Evaluating your long-term goal in light of
the above aspects will help you to put everything into perspec-
tive. Such an analysis of these aspects may reveal that your prac-
tice’s long-term goal is so grand that the work required to
achieve it will inevitably take a very hard toll on your personal
life. Whenever your long-term vision affects other goals and
aspirations, you must decide whether achieving that particular
goal is truly worth the cost. 

Economic Aspects. To ascertain whether the long-term goal
is economically feasible for the practice, evaluate the current
financial health of the practice and gauge the impact of future
changes. This requires analyzing the following:

• Physician Productivity Patterns: In a dermatology practice
with two to three physicians, a drop in productivity by one
physician will affect the practice’s ability to achieve its goals.
Assess physician productivity patterns for steadiness and con-
sistency and determine whether current productivity patterns
will provide the economical means needed to meet your goals. 

• Fixed (e.g. staff salaries/benefits, etc.) and Variable (e.g.
medical supplies, etc.) Operating Costs: Staff salaries repre-

sent a significant fixed cost. Therefore, it’s important to have
detailed job descriptions for each staff member, productiv-

ity standards, and regular performance evaluations. Refer
to industry benchmarks (e.g. Allergan/BSM’s

Benchmarking Survey) to determine whether your
operating costs are in line with other dermatology

practices.
• Existing Assets (e.g. laser and light sys-

tems, property): Assess whether existing
assets will help your practice move toward
your long-term goal. For example, for a
practice looking to augment cosmetic
services, the practice must consider
whether its current light and laser tech-
nology is up-to-date and whether it will be

valuable in achieving the long-term goal. 
• Projections for Anticipated Profits and

Operational Costs: Seek professional assis-
tance to develop a practice pro-forma to help

determine the profits and costs related to your long-
term vision. 
Additional Economic Aspects. Determine how your long-

term vision will affect the patient population you are currently
serving. For example, if your practice’s major weaknesses (e.g.
deficient number of exam rooms, lack of parking spaces, long
waiting times) all suggest insufficient office space, your long-
term goal may be to address spatial limitations. You must then
decide whether the practice will renovate its current facility or
move to a larger facility. If moving appears to be the best solu-
tion, consider how this change will affect your patient base,

Nurturing Short- and Long-term Goals
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since most patients will not follow you unless you remain in
close proximity. Such considerations may indicate that neither
renovating nor moving provides a practical solution, forcing
you to evaluate other options. 

Political and Professional Aspects. If you work primarily in
an academic setting, it’s important to determine how your goals
relate to your academic career. Consider how achieving your
goals will affect your research, teaching, or advancement at the
institution.

Taking Action and Monitoring Progress
Once the long-term goal is established, immediate and short-
term goals and strategies begin to take shape. Immediate goals
include those that can be accomplished within six to 12
months, while short-term goals include those that can be
accomplished within 12 to 24 months. When setting immedi-
ate and short-term goals, always be precise in specifying objec-
tives and timeframes. Referring to our previous long-term
example of augmenting cosmetic services, immediate goals may
include meeting with nurses to discuss patient education strate-
gies as well as deciding what mid-level elective services you will
add in the coming months and whether the practice will incor-

porate in-office product dispensing to complement the growth
of cosmetic services. Short-term goals may include increasing
the number of chemical peels performed by 20 percent,
researching and contacting cosmeceutical companies to deter-
mine which skincare lines you will offer, or hiring a part-time
esthetician or medical assistant to assist with cosmetic patients.  

Along with establishing specific immediate and short-term
goals, it’s equally important to assign an individual to oversee
implementation of each action. As the physician, you will be
the ultimate decision-maker, but it is unrealistic to try to focus
on patient care and implement change simultaneously. Instead,
consider engaging the practice manager or hiring an individual
to oversee, manage, and monitor change, allowing you to
devote your time to your patients.

Since goals do not become reality overnight, design a system
to monitor and track the progress of each action. For a long-
term goal of augmenting cosmetic services, your baseline meas-
ures should reflect the type and number of cosmetic procedures
you currently perform as well as the number of medical proce-
dures. Use this information to set realistic measurement goals. If
cosmetic procedures account for only 10 percent of procedures,
then aim to increase this figure to 20 percent over the next year
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Your practice can’t achieve its long-term vision
without the help and support of staff members,
but routine updates at staff meetings may not be
enough to keep your staff focused on the 
long-term goal. The following strategies can help
motivate your staff.

Contests: Depending on your practice’s long-
term goal, holding contests and then awarding
the winner with a monetary reward (e.g. gift
cards to restaurants) or trip (three-day trip to
a health spa resort) can
serve as great motivators.
Goals that require
increased patient edu-
cation/awareness often
present an opportunity
for holding a con-
test among staff. 

Recognition Awards: Keep an eye out for staff
members who put forth extra effort in helping the

practice reach its goals. Consider holding a dinner
and awarding these individuals with a monetary
reward (e.g. gift certificate). 

Goal Achievement Awards: Set a short-term
goal for staff members. Consider setting a goal that
will require involvement from all staff members to
encourage teamwork. Upon reaching the goal,

award staff member(s)
with a day off. 

             



and to 50 percent within five years. Routinely updating and
reviewing progress on a monthly basis provides you with the
reassurance that you are on track or may signal the need for
increased marketing to inform patients of cosmetic services.
Monitoring and comparing the data from month-to-month,
quarter-to-quarter, and year-to-year is key to staying on track. 

Handling and Responding to Challenges
When planning and working toward goals, challenges will
inevitably result, regardless of how well planned your goals may
be. In fact, even the best-laid plans will be accompanied by
frustrations and difficulties. It is not always possible to avoid
challenges, but it is possible to minimize them by keeping a few
points in mind.     

Stick with Your Original Plan. One of the biggest mistakes
physicians make when implementing a strategic plan is deviat-
ing from their original plan and goals. Certain opportunities
may arise that will require you to adjust immediate and short-
term goals but avoid pursuing a different path or whim simply
because you think it might be a good opportunity. Before tak-
ing any action, always research the opportunity to determine if
it is realistic and if it will take your practice to the desired des-
tination. 

Keep Your Staff and Your Patients Informed. From the very
beginning of the strategic planning process, get your staff
involved and always orient new employees to the plan. When
the plan is in its final written form, be sure to present the over-
all plan to your staff. Without staff support from the begin-
ning, you will find it difficult to gain their support once the
plan is underway. You can be selective in what you tell your

staff, but always present the goals and measurables, with a spe-
cific focus on how meeting these goals will affect their jobs and
how they can prepare for change. Update staff on the progress
of the strategic plan at each regular staff meeting, with a more
detailed update on a quarterly basis. Your patients and referring
physicians also need to be kept informed of changes that will
directly affect them. For example, if you’re renovating your
office to address spatial limitations, do not simply renovate and
act as though everything is “normal.” Instead, when patients
call for appointments, let them know that the office is under
construction and emphasize the change is for their benefit.

Recognize When Redirection is Necessary. A good strategic
plan understands and responds to the current healthcare envi-
ronment, but even the best of strategic plans cannot predict all
changes that will affect your practice. In fact, certain changes,
such as a “breakthrough” in treatment or the merging of two
dermatology practices in your community, may arise and
necessitate re-thinking your strategy. Realize that it’s not unrea-
sonable to vary the direction of your strategic plan when such
unanticipated changes—positive or negative—arise.

Think Commitment
Every dermatologist defines success differently; what does not
differ is the route to success. Achieving success requires careful
planning and a firm commitment to meeting short- and long-
term goals, even when faced with frustration and unanticipat-
ed challenges. Establishing your practice’s vision and mission
and conducting a SWOT analysis are key to properly setting
goals, while remaining realistic in your goal setting and rou-
tinely monitoring progress are key to attaining your goals.  

Short- and Long-term Goals
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Steps to Achieve Long-Term Goals

Formulate a mission statement: 
Why does the practice exist and what does it want to achieve?

Conduct a SWOT analysis.

Establish the practice’s vision: the long-term goal.

Assess the viability of the long-term goal in light of personal, 
economic, social, political, and professional goals.

Educate staff members on the vision and update staff on progress at each
staff meeting.

Develop the practice’s mission: immediate and short-term goals and
strategies necessary to turn the vision into reality.

Determine the measurables for each goal.

Assign practice manager or hire an individual to oversee and 
monitor progress.

Monitor progress and compare data on a monthly basis.

              


