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24-hour doctors

To provide individual care, physicians leave traditional practices
to take on small patient lists

By ANGIE BASIOUNY / The News Journal
06/07/2005

This doctor is most definitely in.

When patients call Dr. Bruce Sokoloff's cell phone at 3 a.m., the Delaware
internist answers.

When they go to his Talleyville office, they don't wait for a half-hour on a paper-
covered gurney, tugging at the ill-fitting gown and staring at the anatomy charts.

And when he talks to them, Sokoloff stays in the examining room for more than
the few minutes it takes to warm the stethoscope and check vitals.

"It's like the old times," said patient Andrea Levine, 49, of Wilmington. "He'll even
make house calls if | need him to. He's wonderful."

Sokoloff is one of a handful of Delaware physicians who has abandoned the
traditional partnership approach to medicine and opened what is called a
concierge practice, also known as a boutique or retainer practice.

In a concierge practice, the patient pays an annual fee for around-the-clock
access to the doctor. The arrangement doesn't eliminate the need for health
insurance, because patients still need coverage for hospitalization, specialists
and lab fees.

The appeal for the doctor is the ability to practice a more personalized form of
medicine with fewer patients.

A concierge physician limits the practice to about 500 patients. Doctors in
partnership usually keep a roster of 2,000 to 3,000 patients, sometimes more.

With low reimbursement rates from insurance providers, skyrocketing
malpractice premiums and the high costs of maintaining office staff, the
partnership doctors need volume to be financially viable.



"The only way a doctor can survive is to be very brief with people," said Sokoloff,
who left his partnership and opened a concierge practice on Silverside Road
about eight months ago.

It gets even more complicated, said Dr. Stephen Permut, a family practitioner
and the Delaware delegate to the American Medical Association.

"Over the last five to 10 years, basically, disease has gotten redefined," he said.

The threshold for high blood pressure has dropped, for example, and the
burgeoning rate of diabetes has resulted in an emphasis on preventive care. The
additional care requires more office visits, and more reimbursements from
Medicare and other insurance providers.

"Now, what we're faced with this year is going to Congress to try to get even a 1
1/2 percent increase [in Medicare reimbursement rates] when we're facing a 4
percent decrease," Permut said. "These budget crunches are so significant that
you're seeing the response of doctors saying, ‘Let's get away from the
government system. Here's what the services cost, here's what you'll get, and I'll
give you even better service.'"

That was the motivation for Dr. Thomas Maxwell, an internist who broke from his
partnership and opened a concierge practice January 2003 on Limestone Road
in Stanton. Frustrated with the pace that comes with seeing 2,000 patients, he
was ready to make some changes.

"This was my solution to doing what | thought should be done," he said. "l wanted
to eliminate as much overhead as | possibly could. It's more efficient for me to
answer the phone, take a message, solve the problem and move on."

Patient Jacob Mansure followed Maxwell from the partnership to his concierge
practice.

"It's very convenient to call and not have to go through a telephone tree," said
Mansure, 83, of Stanton. "I'm very pleased with him, and he does a good job."

Although the rising popularity of concierge practices in recent years can be
considered a reaction to what's wrong with the health care system, those in the
field say it would be incorrect to call it a trend. There is no count available of the
number of doctors nationwide who have switched to concierge practices.

"This type of practice is not for every doctor," Sokoloff said. "My partners that |
left were not interested in doing this. You have to like this style of medicine."

A concierge doctor still has to maintain an office and pay malpractice insurance.
The physician is always on call, instead of sharing that duty with partners. And a
concierge doctor makes less money because the number of patients is limited.






