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As an owner of a physical therapy clinic, the COVID19 outbreak 

has not only harmed your patients’ recovery, but it has also put 

your business in jeopardy. 

How vulnerable are you to having to close your clinic and give up 

your independence? 

COVID19 is endangering the life of every small business. 

Consumers are relegated to the confines of their homes, and only 

delivered products are being paid for. 

In moments of crisis like this, it is important to think about 

how you will reopen your clinic in a stronger position when the 

lockdown ends.

While telemedicine is a burgeoning stopgap to fill the needs of 

remote access, it is not, and should not, be the future of physical 

therapy. Scaling treatment and standardizing exercises may 

reduce costs, but those benefits mostly help payors and ACOs, 

not patients or you.

Why did you become a physical therapist? Can you help someone 

regain or improve their physical abilities while separated by a 

screen?

Physical therapy is, by definition, the application of hands-on 

joint and soft tissue massage, mobilization and exercise to treat 

disease, and injury or surgical recovery. 

While telemedicine is not the answer, other patient technology 

can still offer you a significant advantage. But, before we get to 

that, here are some important observations and questions.

The world  
has changed.



Question #1: What is  
my commitment to  
my profession?

Given everything that you know about the reality of your work, honestly 

consider these 3 questions — 

Times like these are vivid reminders that life is short. The choice as to 

how to live that life is precious. Allow yourself to look deeply into your 

motivation. Think through the reasons why you chose physical therapy 

as your life’s work. Consider how you felt when you graduated from PT 

school. Has your commitment changed? Are the challenges of treating 

patients in addition to running a business still energizing? 

If you answered yes to all three questions, then you need to dive into 

the business of clinic ownership in the post-COVID19 world.

Are you worrying about —

Let’s look at each of these questions in depth.

1.  Are you committed to remaining a licensed physical therapist? 

2.  Are you committed to practicing PT as an independent clinician?

3.  Are you committed to owning your own practice?

1. Whether your patients will return to your clinic?

2. How to differentiate yourself from the other outpatient PT clinics in  

     your community in this newly competitive environment?

3. How to evaluate your market position and increase your market share  

     of patients?

4. What key performance indicators will be critical to your clinic’s 

      financial health?



Question #2 : How will I 
fill my clinic with patients 
after the lockdown?

If you think that everything will return to 

normal when the stay-at-home edicts are 

lifted, you are mistaken.

Physical Therapy is a highly fragmented 

industry. Last summer, John LaRosa 

of Marketresearch.com estimated the 

total number of outpatient rehab clinics 

in America at 38,800. Even with the 

increase in consolidation, the 20 largest 

companies—two public operators and 

eight private equity-backed operations—

captured 21% of the industry’s market 

share. 

What does that mean to you? 

Competition — and lots of it.

So how can you compete for patients 

who will have so many options? Athletes 

— who make up a good number of 

your patients — thrive on competition, 

and this is the moment to take a lesson 

from them. They love the opportunity to 

demonstrate that they are better than 

their rivals — that when compared with 

others, they will come out on top. That 

means that you need to be better, faster, 

stronger, and more able than the others.

To compare favorably and win patients, 

you need to evaluate your clinic not as a 

clinician but as a business owner.

Every interaction your patient has with 

your clinic — inside and out — is an 

opportunity to differentiate your brand of 

service with all of the other clinics vying 

for their business.  

Differentiation is the key to competing 

successfully. Businesses compete on 

price, service, value, branding, features 

and a variety of other characteristics. 

Since physical therapy clinics generally 

provide similar services regardless of 

their population focus (women’s health, 

pediatrics, et.al), what are the ways that 

an outpatient clinic can differentiate itself 

to patients and referring doctors?

The good news is that your small clinic 

offers a level of personalization that 

the large clinics can never match. The 

relationship you nurture with each 

patient is unique and powerful. 

Consider the experience of a patient 

from the minute they first connect with 

your clinic over the phone or online to 

the minute they leave the clinic after 

they finish their treatment. That “Patient 

Journey” will highlight many areas where 

you can differentiate your clinic from 

others.



For example, there are many 

opportunities to differentiate your 

clinic’s brand before a patient ever 

meets you. What is the script for that 

first conversation when the patient calls 

to make an appointment? Does your 

office manager immediately ask about 

insurance or payment or is the patient 

delivered a custom app with short 

videos introducing the clinicians, giving 

a brief tour of the facility, explaining 

what occurs in the intake session and 

describing how the home exercise 

program is prescribed?

Business tip: Customer research uses 

the term “Persona” to define the ideal 

customer for a product or service. That 

persona is described in great detail 

to help everyone understand that 

customer’s way of life. The better you 

understand your customer, the better 

you can communicate what matters to 

them and how you will add value to  

their lives. 

There are numerous other ways to 

differentiate your clinic, including: 

• the design and presentation of  

   your forms

• the appointment scheduling process

• patient education materials and  

  offerings  that support patients beyond  

  therapy, such as: 

 • pain management

 • nutrition

 • stress release

 • mobility services

 • in-home support services

 • communities of patients  

   dealing with similar diagnoses

The most powerful way to differentiate 

your clinic is to make patient recovery so 

critical to your mission that you extend 

your presence into the patient’s home 

between appointments. This choice 

demands a ruthless commitment to 

serve your patients beyond the services 

for which you are reimbursed - ie. the 

appointment. How can you accomplish 

that in a time/cost effective way? By 

embracing the delivery of personalized 

treatment. Patients experience their pain 

uniquely and are more willing, therefore, 

to follow a treatment plan which is 

individualized specifically for them. The 

most time/cost effective way to deliver 

that personalized treatment is by mobile 

digital health tools.

Here’s an idea that you can do TODAY:

Go through your patient records and 

determine at which stage in their 

recovery they are today.

If there are specific exercises that they 

should be doing, record yourself doing 

the exercises each patient needs, 

speaking to them while recording, and 

deliver it in an app like AC Health. For 

past patients who were not undergoing 

treatment for a specific injury or 

surgical recovery, deliver exercises 

for maintaining good posture while 

attending a Zoom meeting, or stretching 

exercises to do before and after the long 

walks/runs that are most people’s only 

form of exercise.



Question #3: How can  
I generate higher  
revenues post-Covid-19?

Average annual receipts per outpatient rehab clinic are $886,000 —  

US Physical Therapy Clinics Constitute a Growing $34 Billion Industry 

— and have a 14.6% net profit margin. How does your clinic compare to 

those numbers?

Since revenue is generated by a “transaction” — an appointment with a 

patient who pays you either through insurance reimbursement, co-pay + 

insurance reimbursement, or cash — you only have flexibility to increase 

revenues if you accept cash. Without a concierge/cash option, your 

revenues are controlled by the payors. The only way you can increase 

them is by seeing more patients, more visits per patient, and limiting 

the insurance you accept to the highest reimbursements.

Do you have the capacity to see more patients? 

Given that some patients will be wary of returning to a public space for 

safety reasons, your load of patients may take time to build. Empathize 

with your patients’ Post-Covid19 expectations about the safety of  

your space. Make changes beforehand. Reassure your patients as  

soon as you return to in-clinic appointments by posting your new  

safety procedures in your newsletter, by email and on the walls of your 

clinic. They will expect higher standards for sterilization/cleanliness 

between patients and more privacy inside the clinic. In the immediate 

period of time post-lockdown, patients will not want to either sit in 

waiting rooms with other patients or be in close contact to them  

during their treatment. 

Here’s an idea that you can do TODAY:

Examine the layout of your space to see if adding privacy separators — 

screens, temporary walls — would allow you to manage the flow  

of patients.  



What about ensuring patients schedule all of their covered appointments?

Most patients do not complete their course of treatment. Fall off — or ‘churn’ 

as it is called digital technology businesses — is very expensive to your clinic. 

Each patient begins treatment with a flow of revenue that has already been 

approved. You need to understand exactly what will motivate that patient to 

complete the course of treatment or you will ‘leave that money on the table’. 

Managing patient expectations is key. [Patient journey] During your intake 

appointment, you can give an overview of treatment that manages the 

patient’s expectations and allows you to develop a plan that covers every 

approved session. If you use a home exercise app, it can display a progress 

line at the top of the patient’s list of exercises, reminding them how many 

appointments have been completed and how many are still to come. Their 

expectation for recovery is managed and that will increase adherence and 

your revenue. 

How can you use data to understand your reimbursements and  

stay profitable?

Do you know which of your patients are profitable/margins/additional 

services. Are you able to eliminate or change the percentage of your patients 

on insurance plans that have lower reimbursement schedules? While 

insurance reimbursements are a complicated and ever-changing topic, it 

behooves you to avoid a consistent analysis of your options. You need to stay 

current on all of the payors represented by your patient population. 

Here’s an idea that you can do TODAY:

Check out the association AHIP.org. It is one resource for up-to-date 

information. Create a spreadsheet where you can easily update information 

about reimbursement levels all in one place. 

Finally, are you willing to think outside-of-the-box? What is a new way to 

increase revenue that we have not already explored? 



Business Tip: Consider making your relationship with patients into a 

longer term subscription for services over their lifetime.

Businesses that offer subscription pricing do so because they are 

able to scale their services. For example, many of the new medical 

companies offer patients different levels of monthly subscriptions based 

on the services they want access to. Here is Parsley Health’s pricing:  

The Bone and Joint Initiative cites research that over half of all 

Americans over 18 are diagnosed with a musculoskeletal injury every 

year that lasts longer than 3 months. Every year! Many states — 

including New York and New Jersey — cover 30 days of physical therapy 

without a doctor’s prescription. Offering a membership for additional 

services — musculoskeletal protection/prevention exercises, pre/post 

workout stretching for rotator cuff patients, or pregnancy/postpartum 

core strengthening — begins a long-term relationship with patients 

beyond injury/surgery recovery as you are invested in their overall 

physical health.



Question #4: How do 
I incorporate PT/OT 
telehealth and other 
digital services in  
my practice?

Let’s talk about the elephant in the room 

— TELEHEALTH. While no one chooses 

to become a physical/occupational 

therapist to sit in front of a screen all day 

without being able to perform hands-on 

treatment, it can be an additional service, 

especially with current patients. 

However, promoting rehab telehealth 

may backfire. Aren’t you lowering the 

value of physical therapy if it no longer 

needs to be ‘physical’ and hands-on? 

If getting ‘diagnosed’ and prescribed 

exercises on-line is sufficient, how 

will you be able to compete with less 

expensive robotic software that can 

monitor the execution of an exercise 

with a camera and a screen? Even today, 

orthopedic surgeons routinely refer 

patients to YouTube videos for exercise 

guidance minimizing the value of your 

hands-on treatment. 

Moreover, getting reimbursed for PT/OT 

telehealth is a moving target. According 

to rehab compliance expert Nancy 

Beckley — nancybeckley.com — physical 

therapy was not included in CMS’ original 

conversations around the reimbursement 

of telehealth and remote monitoring. 

Given the lack of clear agreement 

around the future of rehab telehealth 

reimbursement, your immediate strategy 

for incorporating digital services into 

your practice should be based on what 

will increase your patients’ satisfaction 

with your clinic. 

Remember — your patients are looking 

to you as a medical professional who can 

give them advice as to how to recover 

or to lessen their pain. Can you support 

their recovery and help them reduce pain 

remotely without the concern around 

reimbursement?



Even better, acknowledge that their 

pain is an emotional issue as much as it 

is a physical one. If you have emotional 

support built into the treatment plan 

to complement your home exercises, 

patients will return for your holistic 

approach to their recovery with the 

understanding that you will support them 

in more ways than simply prescribing 

exercises. For example, remind them 

that when you are in pain it is hard to 

think clearly. Remembering their home 

exercise program will be difficult. Instead 

of handing them a sheet of paper that 

is easily lost and hard to follow, offer to 

record their exercises right then so that 

they can watch them at home and don’t 

have to try and remember. 

The AC-Health App, free to both 

therapists and patients, shows your 

patients that you understand their 

journey to recovery. By recording the 

exercise, the patient does not have to 

worry about forgetting how to perform 

the exercises properly. Having you talk to 

them in the recording, they trust that the 

exercise was designed exactly for them 

— not a generic body. And you can even 

send a quick push notification at any 

time to show that you are thinking  

about them.

Here’s an idea that you can do TODAY:

Investigate stress relief apps — ex. 

Journey Mediation or Inscape — pain 

relief apps — Curable, Ouchie — and 

others that offer premium services 

for a fee. Offering apps and wellness 

programs to your patients at a 

discounted fee as an affiliate is a new 

source of revenue. You are compensated 

per download by the app developer/

content provider as a distribution 

channel to reach new users. Find 

evidence-based products and services 

that can compliment your treatment  

to help them sleep, relax and manage 

their condition. 



Question #4: Are there 
opportunities to lower  
my costs? 

When the COVID19 shelter-in-place edict was passed, the CEO of a very 

successful at-home self-care company saw his revenues drop from 

$4 million/month to $0 in 3 days. The first thing he did was to go line 

by line in his budget to get rid of, renegotiate, or develop a staggered 

payment option for every single one of his expenses. 

Emergency situations give you the time and urgency to re-evaluate 

all of your clinic’s expenditures. You can start with basic items — how 

much are you paying for magazine subscriptions, paper, ink and 

supplies? — and move to the more nuanced costs that incur when 

you do not analyze key business metrics. For example, how much do 

cancellations cost my clinic? Once you have looked at the numbers, you 

can return to work after the lockdown with a clearer picture of how to 

stay profitable until you are seeing a normal number of patients.

Here’s an idea that you can do TODAY:

Break down your back-end expenses like rent, insurance, billing 

software, accounting services, supplies, utilities — those expenses 

that are not associated with providing your clinical services. Consider 

options for reducing these expenses. That could be as short-term 

as finding a less expensive vendor for your supplies, or as long-term 

as considering consolidating these expenses by sharing backend 

operations with a consortium of independent clinics in your area. To fill 

cancellations dynamically, look into mobile apps that can send push 

notifications to every patient seeing a specific therapist — like AC 

Health — to give those patients who prefer not to schedule in advance 

an opportunity to take a ‘last-minute’ opening.  



Question #5: How can I 
differentiate my clinic in  
my marketing? 

You have one chance to get a prospective patient’s attention. Unless 

you can communicate exactly what that customer cares about, all of 

your effort will be wasted. 

Branding, WOMM (word-of-mouth marketing), reviews/testimonials, 

advertising, webinars, workshops, give-aways — the list of marketing 

topics and tactics are overwhelming. While experts in each topic have 

launched thousands of books and websites about their ideas, they all 

share the same starting place — know your customer.

So, what do your customers care about?

According to an NIH PT Patient Satisfaction report, patients care 

most about outcomes, followed by personal interactions and practice 

organization.

One of patients’ universal frustrations is the pieces of paper they are 

sent home with explaining how to do their exercises. Static images of 

people moving their bodies are difficult to follow, and nuances about 

what a stretch should feel like, when to stop, when to push yourself, and 

more are often forgotten. Patients can do exercises incorrectly so that 

they are ultimately ineffective, or worse, harmful.

Given that patient outcomes are directly related to their compliance with 

their at-home exercise program, what can you do?

This is worth repeating: Your small clinic offers a level of personalization 

that the large clinics can never match. The relationship you nurture with 

each patient is unique and powerful.  



As marketing guru Seth Godin writes: “Going to the dentist hurts less 

if you have a dentist who cares about you and the process”. Are you 

communicating your care for the patient and the process they have to 

go through to heal?

Here’s an idea you can do TODAY:

Look over your clinic’s marketing materials. Read through your website. 

Write down the messages you convey in your advertising. Change the 

copy to differentiate your clinic as being patient-first; the clinic that has 

the most advanced techniques which lead to improved outcomes. Give 

your patients an alternative to the paper exercise instructions. Since 

personal interaction is so important to patients, find tools — like the AC 

Health app — that let you record the exercises you show them during 

your personal interactions during the appointment. 

Stand out from the competition by sending a message that your 

physical therapy clinic is different — better — than others. While your 

fellowship with other PTs to promote physical therapy’s benefits is 

admirable, you also have to distinguish your clinic in order to compete 

for patients.

Remember that your choice to open your own clinic requires you to play 

two roles: clinician and business leader. 



Question #6 : Are my top 2 KPIs (Key 

Performance Indicators) — Number of Visits 

per New Patient and Customer Retention/

Satisfaction — being measured and improved?

The PPS Section of the APTA offers a  

KPI Benchmarking Program to 

members. They have chosen to collect 

data on 6 categories: number of visits 

per new patient; arrival rate; visits per 

full-time equivalent employees (FTEs); 

cost per visit; revenue per visit; and net 

income. Most of those would help you 

evaluate your comparative performance 

to other clinics from a purely financial 

standpoint. 

Once you have a hold of these metrics, 

look one step deeper. Explore more 

about the ‘New Patients’. Segment that 

patient base by 1) how they heard about 

your clinic and 2) why they are coming 

to see you. This exercise will show you if 

your #Visits per New Patient is higher or 

lower depending on if they heard about 

you by word-of-mouth, a doctor referral, 

or even your website and on if they are 

a surgical or non-surgical patient. Once 

you have this information, you will know 

which patients drive the most revenue to 

your clinic.

Customer satisfaction can also be 

explored at a deeper level. Send out a 

simple Net Promoter Score (NPS) email. 

It’s only one question. You can use a 

software service to send them out or 

you can create your own Typeform 

which can record the answers in a simple 

spreadsheet. That will give your clinic 

an overall patient satisfaction score. 

Dig deeper and you can pinpoint your 

evangelists who are your greatest fans 

and best referrals to new patients. 

High patient retention (highest # visits 

per patient) and high patient satisfaction 

(high NPS Score) lead to more referrals 

and more patients. 

Here’s an idea to do TODAY:

While there are software platforms that 

can help you gather this data — Wootric 

for NPS survey, PatientTrak for visit flow 

and online reputation — you can also 

use a simple and free CRM plug-in to 

your email or to your clinic management 

software. Choose one performance 

indicator to start with and do 3 things: 

collect the information, evaluate what it 

tells you, and explore what changes you 

can make to impact this metric.

Don’t forget to let your patients know the 

outcome of any data you collect directly 

from them. For instance, if you survey 

your patients to understand how they 

value each step on their patient journey, 

you can tell them the aggregated results 

so that they know you listened to their 

feedback. Or, you can publicise your NPS 

score and back it up with testimonials 

from patients who were referred to the 

clinic by others.



Question #7: After 
COVID-19, will I be able to 
convert my fixed mindset 
into a growth mindset?

Harvard Professor Carol Dweck’s seminal psychological research into 

what makes some people succeed and others struggle is featured 

in her book “Mindset — The New Psychology of Success.” Her most 

empowering observation was that talent has little to do with success. 

What makes the biggest difference between success and failure is  

your mindset.

A fixed mindset looks something like this: I know that I am a very good 

physical therapist, but I never had the interest or brain for economics or 

finance. I have excellent PT training, but in terms of running my clinic, 

I'm happy to just let things be as they are. I don’t have an MBA or a 

marketing degree, so I’m never going to understand all of the digital 

technology and website optimization. I’ll just stick to what I am good at. 

A growth mindset looks like this: I know that I am a very good physical 

therapist. I chose to open my own business so that I could be in control 

of the quality of my patient’s care and personally benefit from my long 

hours and hard work. I know that the business side of running my clinic 

is going to be challenging. If I keep learning about new methods for 

growing my business, I will be able to try and test new strategies. I may 

need help from others and I may make mistakes, but I’ll learn from them 

and come out much better on the other side. 

Developing a patient relationship pathway using business skills is not 

merely an opportunity to grow your practice. It is also a long-term 

strategy for differentiating yourself in the market. You are making it 

clear that your first priority is the patient’s successful health outcome — 

reduction in pain, increased mobility, joint surgery recovery — which is 

achieved when both the therapist and the patient do their best. As long 

as you are “All In”, your patient will be convinced in their own ability to 

recover, and they will be your clinic’s greatest evangelist.



Summary 

In this article we have discussed how the COVID-19 lockdown will impact independent 

outpatient rehab clinics. Using a strategic business lens, we explored questions you 

may have about returning to your clinic. For each question, we introduced tactics you 

can use to compete successfully in a crowded market, attract new patients to your 

clinic, differentiate your clinic, generate higher revenues, consider ways to lower your 

costs, evaluate digital tools and remote services, and maintain a growth mindset to 

confidently implement these strategies.

Key Takeaways To Consider in the Post Covid-19 World

•    Clinic owners who have relied on a steady stream of patients before COVID-19 need  

     to prepare themselves for a new reality

•    Clinic owners who use business tactics to strengthen their practice over the next few  

     weeks will have a long-term advantage

•    As reimbursements decline and online options increase, therapists who offer  

     greater value to their patients beyond hands-on treatment will be rewarded

•   Demand for PT services will be affected by patients who have found alternative  

    treatments for their pain, and a slow return to both feeling safe in crowded spaces  

    and resuming scheduled elective surgeries 

•   Fewer patients requires stronger marketing and customer retention tactics to  

     maintain and grow market share

•   The clinics that move quickly to focus on tactics to differentiate their practise in  

     the eyes of referring doctors and patients will prosper while the clinics expecting to  

     return to the past will face difficult challenges

•   Digital communication platforms — Facetime, Zoom, Telehealth — have become a  

     viable alternative to traditional in-person events; however, PT reimbursement for  

     telehealth is inconsistent

•   Concierge medicine will continue to grow and will expand their pain relief offerings,  

     competing for the non-Medicare/Medicaid patients

•   Economies of scale in backend operations will continue to propel private  

     investment in buying up small physical therapy clinics, which leads to higher  

     marketing spends and more competition for patients

•   Hospital clinics will need to refer patients to outpatient clinics for lack of availability  

     and will favor larger, multi-location clinics with greater supply of appointments

•   Clinic owners can use their small, highly personalized services to differentiate  

     themselves and establish long-term relationships with patients over their lifetime if  

     they are always looking for ways to innovate

•   Being small means having the greatest flexibility to innovate — offering the  

     newest modalities of care, expanding their services to include other wellness  

     options and delivering the most uniquely personalized care in-house and through  

     remote technologies



Susannah Bailin is currently CEO of AC Health, a digital healthcare company. 
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To discuss any of these strategies as they 
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