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Are Online Coupons Appropriate for
Your Practice?

October 23, 2013

Practices
of the

BY DANIEL CASCIATO

Your medical practice may be
extremely active online. You
might be promoting your
services through a well-
designed website, connecting
with potential new patients via
social media, and you may
even have a robust email

+ Office Design

marketing campaign. Many 7 Stﬂffiﬂg
healthcare providers are + Sustalnability
evaluating yet another online + Technology
method—online coupons such A

as those offered by Groupon and Living Social. Here, MOT delves into the pros and cons of
online coupons including how to get started and the legal implications that might arise.
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Creating a new way to reach patients

Online coupons may or may not be appropriate for your medical practice. A minor concern
to some medical practices is the stigma that comes with it.

“It can sometimes seem to cheapen your brand or just the way your audience might
perceive you,” says Maciej Fita, SEO director for Brandignity in Naples, Fla. “Some people
also don't want discounted medical procedures because they might equate with a poor
approach which could lead to complications.”

But Fita says coupons are becoming standard in every industry because people are looking
for deals more now than ever before. “Medical practices are always looking for creating new
ways to get new patients through the doors,” he says.

Medical coupons can also be utilized to help grow and attract attention to a medical
practice's social media channels, notes Rich DeMatteo, co-owner of Bad Rhino, a social
media marketing agency in Philadelphia.
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“Pages in this industry tend to be harder to grow, being that people typically don't change
their doctor based off of social media, but a coupon can be utilized to help reward existing
patients and possibly reach potential new patients,” he says.

One other note of caution is the potential for fraud. As a principal at Fraud Solutions, a
global fraud consultancy based out of the Chicago area, Daniel Draz says to be aware of
fraud associated with online coupons. Coupons are often counterfeited and can present
increased loss and risk opportunities for the providers. This could mean one more
opportunity for you to lose money if you are not careful.

“Coupons are currently being counterfeited and if medical practices were to accept them, it |
presents but one more opportunity for fraud against the facilities,” he says. “Given the |
complexity and propensity for fraud, providers would almost certainly have to use an outside A
service—but that would again decrease their profit margins.”
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Be aware of legal implications

Health care attorney David M. Walsh IV of the Dallas law firm Chamblee, Ryan, Kershaw
and Anderson says you should be aware that offering a discount may violate the terms of
your insurance programs. And generally, he adds, if coupons are at all practical for most



providers, they are for care not covered by insurance or for types of care typically not
insured.

In the traditional insurance-based medical practice where the patients have insurance or a
government-sponsored program that is like insurance (such as Medicare or Medicaid),
Walsh says coupons generally will not work for services or treatments covered by the
insurance program. That’s because the insurance program’s rules and regulations require
co-pays or the patient’s share be collected by the physician or earnest efforts to make
collections occur.

According to Walsh, there are two areas where there is an increasing prevalence of
coupons. First, coupons are becoming quite prevalent in areas where health insurance
does not provide coverage.

“The classic example is for cosmetic procedures such as lip fillers, microdermabrasion, and
laser-hair removal,” he says. “Health insurance plays no role in those procedures, so
providers charge what they want and are then not restrained by insurance rules and
regulations and can offer discounts or coupons.”

Second, coupons are becoming prevalentin areas where large segments of the population
forgo insurance, like dental or optical care.

“Many people feel that the benefits of insurance are not much better—and in some
instances may be worse—than the cost to obtain the insurance, and thus they go without
insurance,” Walsh states. “Dental and vision practices—again not being constrained by the
insurance model—are free to offer discounts and coupons.”

The Affordable Care Act, by mandating everyone carry insurance, will not likely have an
effect on these examples where coupons are currently prevalent because that law does not
really affect those issues, says Walsh.

“But, to the extent that a physician designed a practice where insurance was not accepted
and then offered coupons, that practice may suffer because of the universal requirement to
carry insurance,” he says. “Of course, there still may be a market for that type of physician
because some individuals may carry insurance but choose not to use it, preferring the
easier access to a physician that does not acceptinsurance.”

Getting started with online coupons

If your practice is interested in using online coupons to help promote your services, Fita says
recommends starting with Groupon which has been a popular platform for certain medical
procedures to test the waters with promos and coupons. The network is there and if you are
in a more heavily populated area you could really see an influx in activity.

“l think Groupon has been a great way to offer coupons,” he says. “More and more people
are accepting coupons from Groupon which doesn't come off like they are offering a cheap
service but rather a good service for a good deal.”

Fita says most of the time you can just work on your own coupons even with the deal sites.
Whether you create your own online coupons or use a third party vendor, Fita says just don't
make your coupon look like a car sales ad.

“Offer the discount but don't come off too salesy with your voice,” he says.

In addition, DeMatteo says to try to avoid anything that singles out certain patients. Make it
something general that all patients can use if possible.

DeMatteo’s firm implemented a coug
based in Chicago. One coupon was'a
coupon that gave a discount off a pair of designer frames or sunglasses.

“The coupon forced people to like the client page in order to view the coupon, which helped
the client gain exposure,” says DeMatteo.

Does your practice have a staff person with some technical know-how and can understand
the ins and outs of an online portal? If so, then DeMatteo says you should be fine to try
designing and offering the online coupon on your own.

“If you are looking for guidance, then an agency that handles social media marketing or

advertising will be able to walk you through and ensure you are optimizing your reach with
the coupon,” adds DeMatteo.
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