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T
he past decade has seen an
explosive growth in the devel-
opment and use of web sites for
physician offices. However,
unrealistic expectations and

poor management of the site has resulted
in unfulfilled promises for many practi-
tioners. Given the increasing prominence
of digital media in the practice of medi-
cine, web sites are quickly becoming
essential components. A well-executed
and streamlined site can attract new
patients, enhance retention, assist with
patient education efforts and positively
impact the bottom line. Whether you are
updating an existing site or embarking on
a practice strategy that calls for develop-
ing a new one, the following pearls are
important considerations that will help
you reach your goal.

Think first about your purpose
before building your site. Is marketing
of your practice the primary objective, or
are you using the site for patient commu-
nications? You can do both with a well-
designed site, but you will want to format
and create content to appeal to both
audiences as well as provide access for
each to locate information of interest
quickly. Determining the purpose of a
web site is not a one-person assignment.
Form a team to ensure focus on a wider
variety of ideas and discussion points.
Management should be well represented
on this team, but it should include a
cross-section of staff as well. The goal is
to build initial consensus and buy in. 

Develop your web site team. This can
be the same team that tackles the purpose
assignment noted above, but it does not
have to be the exact same people. This
team, which should include a physician
or the practice administrator as a “meet-

ing” member, will be assigned the task of
monitoring the site on an ongoing basis.

Designate a champion. Assign a
“practice champion” who will take own-
ership of the site and pay attention to
potential site additions/deletions, seek
patient reaction to improve patient
acceptance and site use, and perform
ongoing, timely reviews to monitor the
site’s effectiveness. Like having manage-
ment as a meeting member of the web
site team, designating a “champion” is an
essential component of a durable and suc-
cessful Website initiative. 

Identify your level of commitment to
the site. Too often practices jump into
online projects with great enthusiasm,
only to run out of steam in updating con-
tent six months later. In this day and age,
it is critical to keep a site fresh, current
and accurate. Outdated or inaccurate
information is a sure roadblock to inter-
net success. To obtain fresh content and
keep the site visually appealing on an
ongoing basis, consider linking to journal
and news sites through RSS technology as
well as generating a 12-month supply of
new or featured content that can be
uploaded monthly to attract repeat visits
to the site. Examples of new monthly
content could be a simple “tip of the
month,” a two-paragraph highlight call-
ing attention to a service, procedure or
even the biography of a “featured” staff
member. 

What is RSS? As content grows on the
internet, readers can research a topic
through a multitude of sites and sources.
The growing variety and volume of
research resources, however, can result in
time-consuming site hopping until exact
subject matter is found. RSS technology,
alternatively called “Really Simple

Syndication” or “Rich Site Summary,” is
a relatively new tool that, in effect, pro-
vides a virtual research assistant. RSS
enables internet developers to post short
summaries describing recently added or
updated items and links. Those postings
are then scanned automatically by pro-
grams called RSS readers (also called
aggregators) to deliver specialized news-
wire-style “feeds” to interested readers. 

Offering the RSS feed is important for
a number of reasons, the most important
of which is keeping patients up to date on
new treatments and important industry
news. An indirect benefit of RSS technol-
ogy is that it displays your practice’s com-
mitment in keeping up with innovation. 

Otherwise, consider content that will
be timeless, such as practice credentials,
provider bios, pictures, or perhaps patient
testimonials that will market the practice
but require little ongoing maintenance.
Even under this format, however, it is
important to monitor and change the site
quickly as events such as office expansion
or provider changes occur. Much of the
site’s goodwill may be lost quickly if your
outdated billing policies, hours or depart-
ed providers are still featured. To assist in
monitoring site effectiveness and rele-
vance to your practice, consider a site
counter that will track the number of vis-
itors.

Keep it clean, organized and effi-
cient. Your home page should be an invi-
tation to the viewer to come inside to
learn more about the practice. A cluttered
site not only confuses the reader but pres-
ents the practice poorly to potential
patients. Important features include the
mission and philosophy of the
practice/site, professional, high-resolu-
tion (but quick-loading) photographs of
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the physicians, staff and office(s), and
obvious “buttons” to link the reader
quickly to their area of interest. Once
inside the site, organize pages efficiently,
addressing each to a clear topic, such as
“Financial,” “Patient Services,” “Patient
Forms,” or “FAQs.

Understand the impact of visual
design. While soft, natural colors and
pastels are usually recommended for
medical, it is perfectly acceptable to think
outside the box. Bold and “hot” colors
can—and should—be used where appro-
priate. Keep these consistent throughout
the site, using bold fonts to draw atten-
tion to areas as needed. Stay away from
“amateur” techniques, such as poorly-
worded scrolling text or blurry photos
that will reflect poorly on the overall pro-
fessionalism of the practice. Your practice
champion should be allocated time to
keep up on web site design since it is (or
should be) constantly evolving.

Design your site to assist the office
staff as well as the patient. A well-
designed site can provide answers to ques-
tions routinely encountered by your staff,
from office location, hours, and billing
policies and directions to patient expecta-
tions during the first visit. Consider post-
ing on the site downloadable patient
information forms that are normally
filled out by the patient during the initial
visit. Some physician software will even
allow for patient information to be
entered into its system through a link
from your Website. Finally, linking the
site to Web tools such as Mapquest will
provide directions from the patient’s
home to the office, assisting in limiting
late and no-show appointments.

Choose a site developer with “med-
ical” experience. Creating an effective
medical site requires an understanding of
the audience, message, and competition
for online recognition. Graphics, for

example, can be an aesthetic addition to
your site, but excessive use will slow load
time for the reader. An experienced com-
pany/developer will know how to deploy
just enough graphics to keep the site live-
ly and quickly accessed. When consider-
ing a company/developer, be sure they are
well versed in search engines such as
MSN, Google and Yahoo. 

Having your site appear in the fourth
page of a generic search of your town and
your practiced specialties, for example,
will frustrate potential patients in their
search for your practice. A knowledgeable
web company/developer who knows how
engines determine search position can
assist in getting your site “noticed first” in
these searches. PN
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