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Introduction by Elizabeth Ziemba         5

Dear Colleague,

Technology has been a marvelous tool for both customers and 
organizations in medical tourism.  Affordable and accessible, it can 
launch businesses, large and small, exponentially growing the field of 
competitors. Clients can search the Internet for information about you 
and your organization, communicate with you 24/7, and book services 
in a cost-effective manner.  Those same individuals can also use 
technology to post negative comments on blogs, Facebook and other 
social media to damage your reputation, especially when you fail to be 
responsive to their needs. 

When managed prudently, technology can give your organization 
global visibility; however, health and wellness services are personal 
and individual to each customer.  The reliance on technology is a 
delicate balance.  Many organizations have gone too far in replacing 
human interaction with call-routing systems and other impersonal 
interactions.  Customers around the world have spoken – they do not 
want to listen to an automated menu of choices.  They want to speak 
with someone who is knowledgeable, polite, and professional, - in other 
words, good old-fashioned customer service.

Expectations Beyond Borders is a collection of articles containing 
business theory, examples drawn from consulting experience, and 
innovative solutions for you and your business to immediately 
implement.  It will help you find the balance between technology and 
customer service that is right for your organization so that you can 
anticipate and exceed your clients’ expectations.

I welcome your feedback and comments about Expectations Beyond 
Borders.  Please feel free to contact me to discuss how Medical 
Tourism Training can help you build a more competitive organization 
through training, education, and consulting services.  My email 
is eziemba@medicaltourismtraining.com  or you can find us on 
Facebook. Just search for “Medical Tourism Training”.

Thank you and enjoy the book!

Elizabeth

Elizabeth Ziemba, JD, MPH, President

PS Additional complimentary copies of Expectations Beyond Borders 
can be downloaded at: www.medicaltourismtraining.com.  Download 
and share copies today!



We are All Customer Service 
Representatives: Defining and 
Delivering Superior Customer 
Service

What is superior customer service?  

All of us have had the experience of both excellent and 
terrible customer service.  While we all know good or bad 

customer service when we see it, 
defining it presents a challenge as 
reflected by the many definitions 
sprinkled throughout this article. 
These definitions form a mosaic that 
contributes to a complete picture of 
what our clients want from us.   The 
goal is to create loyal customers, and 

understanding the various components of customer service helps 
us reach the goal of a loyal client base.

Expand Your Definition of “Customer”

Before we explore the concept of “customer service”, it is 
important to understand who your customers are.  The people 
or organizations that purchase your services are your external 
customers.  For health care providers, it is the referral sources 
and patients who seek treatment and generate the revenue.  
External customers may also be insurance companies or other 
sources of payment that contract with your organization to 
provide services.  Together, these customers are the life blood 
of your business and the real bosses.  These traditional external 
customers are the focus of most customer service improvement 
efforts but if you focus only on them you are missing the bigger 
picture.

“One who aids or provides help to the purchaser of a good or 
service”1
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Internal customers are the people inside your organization 
who are part of the team delivering services – in other words, 
everyone in your organization from the Chief Executive Officer 
to the parking attendant.  Without people 
taking care of each other within the 
organization, your business is less likely 
to take excellent care of your customers.

This focus on internal customers 
starts at the top. The leader of a customer-
service focused organization ensures 
that each person in the organization 
understands the relationship between his or her job and the 
customer.  Each employee is a link in the chain of superior 
customer service.  

Market research clearly demonstrates the link between happy 
employees and satisfied, loyal customers.  “When you have 
employees who refuse to go the extra mile (or even an extra two 
feet) to help a customer, you have a company that is in trouble.”2  
Senior management sets the tone for building a customer 
centered organization by demonstrating respect for employees 
and the importance of treating internal and external customers 
well.

“Any communication that creates a good or bad impression”3

“I’m too busy to care you about”.  

Have you ever thought or felt this 
way about a client or colleague?  The 
pressure of the work place with long 
To-Do lists can tempt us to forget that 
our job is taking care of the customer, 
not accomplishing tasks.  By putting 
form before function, customers may 
be given the impression that they are 
an inconvenience instead of the all-
important foundation of your business.  
Do you roll your eyes when the phone 
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rings? Sigh when a colleague asks for help with a proposal?  You 
may be communicating unconsciously to that person that they 
are unimportant – a serious customer service mistake.  

Superior customer service begins with the universal, basic 
tool that we all possess – a smile. It is the number 1 reason why 
customers like doing business in person.4  Whether in person or 
on the telephone, a smile demonstrates caring and emphasizes 
the importance of your relationship with your customer – 
external and internal.  

“A positive, polite, caring and friendly attitude”5

Here is an easy way to measure your smile quotient.  Keep 
a small mirror at your desk or near your telephone at work so 
that you can easily see your own face.  Check to see if you are 
smiling when the phone rings or someone walks into your office.  
Your face reflects what you are feeling at that moment and that 
feeling will be conveyed immediately - whether good or bad.  
While you should not have a foolish grin pasted on your face, 
smiling more often will improve your customer service skills and 
might even make you happier.

What are your customers’ expectations?

Health care providers assume that 
they already know what their clients 
expect – high quality medical and 
dental services delivered at reasonable 
prices.  If you subscribe to this belief, 
then you will fail to differentiate your 
business from your competitors and 
will miss the opportunity to better 
understand those you serve.

“Excellent customer service (is) the ability of an organization to 
constantly and consistently exceed the customer’s expectations”6
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Rather than assume that you know what your customers 
expect, ask them.  Many health care providers distribute 
“Customer Service Satisfaction” surveys to their clients.  What 
do you do with the results?  Do you Implement change or ignore 
the information that your clients provide?  

How does your organization manage complaints?  Customers 
who complain are the best sources of feedback and if they 
receive prompt and professional responses, complaining 
customers are the most likely to remain loyal customers. This 
is not a theory; the research is clear that customers who receive 
proper responses to complaints are many times more loyal than 
customers who never complain 
at all. 

In addition to customer 
surveys, other tools are available 
to help you dig down deep 
to uncover your customers’ 
expectations.  Focus groups 
and in-person interviews are 
excellent methods to learn more 
about your clients.  Once you have expanded your knowledge of 
your customers’ expectations, communicate those needs to your 
staff (your internal customers) and arm them with insights and 
tools to meet those expectations. 

 Among the best – and easiest – things you can do for both 
internal and external customers is to communicate how your 
business is responding to their satisfaction survey responses.  
Tell external customers through newsletters and in person that 
“Based on our customer satisfaction surveys we are….” Clear 
communication is fundamental to superior customer service.

Specific, objective, measureable standards

Developing and implementing excellent customer service 
requires continuous commitment from top management so that 
the message saturates the organization that external and internal 
customers are the reason the business exists.  It requires an in-
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depth understanding of customers’ expectations and participation 
from all parts of the company.  It is not the sole function of the 
“Customer Service Department”, -  unless you define the entire 
organization as the Customer Service Department.

“Customer service is a process for providing competitive 
advantage and adding benefits in order to maximize the total 

value to the customer”7

Set the goals and objectives for exceeding customers’ 
expectations and then develop specific, objective, and 
measureable standards that can be used to determine how well 
the company and individuals are 
doing to meet those standards.  

For example, your health care 
organization receives 20 inquiries 
per day about your services but 
is only able to convert one out of 
those twenty potential clients into actual paying customers.  
What improvements need to be made to raise that conversion 
rate?  Figure out the answer to this key question, and then 
give employees the tools and training needed to improve the 
conversion rate.  Reward employees who are able to improve 
their personal conversion rates and provide additional support for 
those who need more assistance to succeed.

Building a winning customer service organization is a 
challenging task but one worth undertaking.  It can transform 
your organization, creating a motivated team that consistently 
delivers services that exceed your customers’ expectations.  
Those customers will continue to use your services and refer 
other clients.  It is the way to a successful business.
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In the words of Mahatma Gandhi,

 “A customer is the most important 
visitor on our premises, he is not 

dependent on us. We are dependent on 
him. He is not an interruption in our 

work. He is the purpose of it. He is not 
an outsider in our business. He is part 
of it. We are not doing him a favor by 
serving him. He is doing us a favor by 

giving us an opportunity to do so.”

Endnotes 
1    http://thethrivingsmallbusiness.com/articles/definition-of-customer-service/
2    http://www.productivity501.com/treating-employees-righ/6142/
3    http://brandonwalker.articlesbase.com/customer-service-articles/the-
definition-of-customer-service-532961.html 
4    http://www.kristinaevey.com/customer-service/the-most-important-
customer-service-skill-smile/ 
5    http://brandonwalker.articlesbase.com/customer-service-articles/the-
definition-of-customer-service-532961.html 
6    http://sbinfocanada.about.com/cs/marketing/g/custserv.htm
7    http://www.customerservicemanager.com/definition-of-customer-service.
htm



Does Customer Service Matter?

Of course customer service matters.  But why?

Negative Publicity

Poor customer service - unanswered emails, ignored 
telephone messages, and short-tempered staff - can lose business 
faster than a shark can clear a swimming pool. In these difficult 
economic times, competition is fierce for prospective clients 
looking for medical and dental services. Don’t let your own 
business practices work against you!

It is well-established market 
research in all sectors, including 
health care, that one upset 
customer tells at least 11 other 
people who, in turn, each tell 
another 5 people about a negative 
customer service experience. 
That is a total of 67 people saying 
negative things about 1 poor 
customer service event.  With the explosion of social media and 
people using services like Facebook and Twitter, these numbers 
are rising.

Can your business afford so much negative word-of-mouth 
publicity?

The good news is that unhappy customers can be turned into 
loyal, happy customers if you properly handle their concerns. 
Responding quickly to a negative customer service interaction 
can actually convert a disgruntled customer into a loyal client. 

The bad news is that over 90% of customers who believe 
they have been treated poorly never complain. They just take 
their business somewhere else.

So, does customer service matter?
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Not only does it matter 
but it is vital to creating and 
keeping happy customers who 
will give you more business 
and refer other people to 
you. Plus your company’s 
outstanding customer service 

can be a distinguishing factor that sets you apart from all the 
competition.  Wouldn’t you like your business to be known for 
its exceptionally fine customer service?

Don’t Just Take Our Word On This Topic

Here’s what Richard Branson, founder of the Virgin Group 
and one of the richest, most successful businessmen on the planet 
has to say about customer service:

“Making customer service key to your organization will keep 
your employees motivated and your customers happy, ensuring 
enduring loyalty, business success, and most importantly, a more 
fulfilling and meaningful experience for all.”

It’s Not Just “Nice” - It’s Smart Business

Delivering high quality customer service requires that you 
and your staff have the skills and training to handle the wide 
variety of situations, personalities, and challenges that are part 
of doing business globally. That is why we created our online 
courses - Telephone Skills, Email Etiquette and Working with 
Upset Customers.

Based on our experience in 
the medical tourism sector, these 
convenient and affordable courses 
deliver the knowledge and skills you 
and your staff need to ensure that 
interactions with clients will leave 
them purring like kittens instead of 
roaring like lions.  
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Sign up today at www.MedicalTourismTraining.com and improve your 
customer service skills to grow your business. 
 
Medical Tourism Training Inc. is a network of professionals providing 
training solutions for organizations in the exciting and rapidly growing 
field of medical tourism. Our online, on site and web hosted programs 
are tailored to meet your business needs. To succeed in medical tourism 
today, your team should learn and train together to consistently exceed 
customers’ expectations and achieve the goals you have set to become a 
leader in the industry. 
 
The company is not affiliated with any association, company or group 
to ensure that we provide independent information to benefit our 
clients.



The Cost of Getting, Losing, and 
Keeping Clients – Part 1 

Do you know the real costs of getting, losing, and keeping 
clients? 

Missed Opportunities, Lower Revenues

How often have you lost a customer because an email went 
unanswered for too long and the person turned into a client 
for your competition? Or an employee got impatient with a 
difficult individual who slams down the phone, vowing never 
to do business with your company? Is your response “Oh well, 
there are plenty more fish in the sea. No big deal.” If so, you are 
throwing away business and your hard earned money.
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Customer Service Dynamics Impact the Bottom 
Line

If you or your employees have a casual attitude about the 
ones that get away, then perhaps a clearer understanding of the 
costs of getting, losing and keeping clients will change your 
thinking. Here are some startling facts1 about the impact of 
customer service interactions:

• It costs about 5 times as much to attract a new customer 
as it does to keep an existing one. 

• The lowest-ranking employee in a business can lose 
more customers than can be gained by the highest-ranking 
employee. 

• In the average business, for every customer who bothers 
to complain, there are 26 other who remain silent. 

• The average wronged customer will tell 8 to 16 people 
(about 10 percent will tell more than 20 people). 

• 91 percent of unhappy customers will never purchase 
goods or services from you again. 

• If you make an effort to remedy customer’s complaints, 
82 to 95 percent of them will stay with you. 

Every client transaction has a cost associated with it that 
boils down to three basic scenarios. You can (1) reap an initial 
return on your investment by attracting customers and converting 
them into clients, (2) lose money and more when a prospect 
walks or runs away, or (3) maximize your investment by 
retaining customers and turning them into raving fans.

This is the first of three articles exploring the costs associated 
with getting, losing, and retaining customers. This article focuses 
on the cost of acquiring clients while the second measures the 
costs associated with losing customers. The third article offers 
suggestions and solutions for keeping more of the clients you 
attract.

If you would like to do a bit of homework or refresh your 
knowledge about the basics of customer relationships, take a 
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few minutes to read “A Framework for Customer Relationship 
Management”2 by Russell S. Winer published in the California 
Management Review.

How Much Does It Really Cost to Get a 
Customer?

Have you ever calculated how much it costs your business to 
attract each customer? This figure is an important business tool 
for two major reasons. First, it is one measure of your cost of 
doing business. If it costs you $100.00 to attract one customer for 
an average sale of $75.00, then your company is losing $25.00 
per customer, - an invaluable piece of information. Second, by 
analyzing and tracking the cost of acquiring customers, you can 
see which costs are delivering a solid return on investment as 
well as those that are weak or ineffective. 

Costs can be “direct” or “indirect”. Direct costs are 
considered to be those expenses that require an out-of-pocket 
monetary expenditure and are often found as a line item in a 
budget such as “advertising” or “postage”. Direct costs are 
amounts spent on email campaigns, 
direct mail pieces, advertisements, 
phone calls, attending conferences, 
marketing materials and more. 
Indirect costs may be part of 
overhead such as salaries and taxes 
as well as those activities that 
require an outlay of time, energy, or 
lost opportunities rather than money.

Most business owners can look at their budgets and tell 
you how much they think any and all of these activities cost; 
however, calculating direct costs is only one half of the total cost 
equation.

Factor in “indirect” costs including time and energy spent 
on each project as well as trainings, research and other business 
expenses. While you can dig deep in analyzing indirect costs, 
focus on the largest numbers, typically salaries and overhead, 



18          Expectations Beyond Borders

© 2011

and consistently factor them into the costs associated with 
attracting new clients. Need some help with the numbers? 
Here is a handy tool 3for calculating the acquisition costs for 
attracting new customers.

If you have two staff members 
who each are paid $50.00 per hour 
and they spend five hours each 
for a total of 10 hours on an email 
newsletter, add $500.00 to the cost 
of that campaign. If you are the 
owner or manager of the business, 
remember to factor in your time as 
well. Many small business owners 

work long hours including time spent on business development. 
Track your actual hours worked instead of using a typical 40 
hour work week and attach a dollar value to your sweat equity. 
As difficult as it may be to face the reality of the amount you are 
making per hour, the time you spend building your business does 
have a monetary value.

Calculate these same costs for every activity that is devoted 
to attracting customers and the true total cost is undoubtedly 
much higher than expected. It certainly exceeds the line item 
in the budget. Unless you calculate the direct and indirect costs 
in the same way, you cannot accurately compare the costs of 
attracting new customers.

Calculating and Comparing Costs to Drive 
Business Decisions

Comparing the costs associated with each type of campaign 
or activity the knowledge you need to understand which 
activities generate a profit and which activities need to be 
modified or discontinued. Of course you need to know how your 
customers found out about you so having a referral tracking 
system is an essential component to your financial analysis.

Here is a simple example to demonstrate the concept - 
one advertisement that appears in two magazines. The direct 
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costs are easy to ascertain. A designer was hired to create the 
advertisement at a cost of $1,000.00. One magazine charged 
$4,000.00 for the advertisement while the second magazine 
charged $8,000.00. These three direct cost items equal 
$13,000.00. Factor in the time you spent with the designer 
developing the concept and text as well as reviewing the 
design for indirect costs of an additional $1,000.00. The total 
advertising costs is $14,000.00. One campaign costs $5,000.00 
($4,000.00 + 1/2 the cost of the designer’s time + ½ the cost of 
your time) while the other campaign costs $9,000.00. 

Let’s assume that your 
business is a dental clinic 
and the average amount one 
of your customers generates 
for your business is $500.00. 
To cover the costs of each 
advertisement, the less 
expensive advertisement must 
produce 10 new customers 
while the more expensive 

advertisement must deliver 18 new customers. By tracking which 
customer contacted your business from each advertisement, you 
will be able to measure the actual return on investment of both 
ads.

Did either or both advertisements deliver measureable 
results? How do they compare to other methods used to attract 
new clients?

Without calculating all the actual costs of getting customers, 
you may not be able to analyze and evaluate the tactics your 
business is employing to attract those clients. Without knowing 
what works and what does not, you hurt your business by 
impeding profitability. And what business can afford that?

In the next two articles, we will explore the costs of losing 
customers and why retaining clients is vital to the success of 
your business. Look for our next email and in the meantime, visit 
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our web site at www.MedicalTourismTraining.com to learn more 
about delivering VIP customer service.

Want to start getting and keeping more customers today? 
Improve the customer service skills of you and your staff by 
signing up for our online courses, Telephone Skills for Medical 
Tourism Professionals, Email Etiquette - Netiquette, and 
Working with Upset Customers. 

Your investment will pay for itself when your 
business keeps one more customer!

About our company:  Medical Tourism Training is an 
independent company offering online, web-hosted, and on-site 
training and consulting services to deliver the knowledge and 
business skills medical tourism professionals need to succeed in 
this exciting and competitive sector. 

Footnotes 
1    http://scoremichigansgreatsouthwest.org/high_cost_of_losing_a_
customer.html 
2    http://gvoss.cox.smu.edu/CRM.pdf 
3    http://www.panalysis.com/customer_acquisition_cost/



The Cost of Getting, Losing, and 
Keeping Clients – Part 2 

Do you know the real cost of getting, losing, and keeping 
customers? 

Missed Opportunities, Lower Revenues

This is the second of three articles exploring the costs 
associated with getting, losing, and keeping customers. The first 
article focuses on the cost of getting clients. If you missed it, 
please take a moment to read it now.

This article explores the true costs of losing clients. The third 
article will offer suggestions and solutions for keeping more of 
the clients you attract.

Costs of Losing a Customer

In the previous article, we discussed the direct and 
indirect costs of attracting customers, (available at www. 
medicaltourismtraining.com/resources). Losing customers 
also has direct and indirect costs to your business. The costs to 
your business of attracting or losing customers are two sides of 
the same coin and essential information to smart management 
decisions.

Direct Costs

The first and most obvious direct 
cost of losing a customer is the money 
you do not make or lost profits. For 
example, your business may invest, 
on average, $100.00 per customer to 
attract a new client who then spends 
$150.00 so that you have a return of $50.00 for every $100.00 
your business invests. By losing 1 customer, you lose $50.00 of 
profit you could have earned. Ouch!
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If this scenario repeats itself often enough and your business 
attracts fewer and fewer customers, you may find that your 
business now more - say $110.00 - to attract each new client, 
reducing your profit to $40.00 per new customer. Over the long 
term, your business loses the predictable income stream that 
it needs to operate smoothly and profitably. Every lost client 
represents money being thrown out the window.

The second direct cost of losing a customer is the loss of 
the investment you made in attracting the client. You invested 
$100.00 but got zero return on that investment. Your business 
can survive the loss of one individual. Start counting the number 
of potential customers who walk away and the damage it does to 
your business should become obvious. Ouch!

The hidden costs of losing a single customer may be even 
more damaging to your business than the loss of income that the 
individual generates for the services you provide.

Indirect Costs

Missing out on income is bad enough 
but the other hidden costs of losing a 
customer may be worse. 

Remember this statistic from the first 
article? An unhappy customer will tell 8 
to 16 people about a negative experience 
and those people will tell other people so 
that on average, 56 people will learn about 
a bad experience with your business. That 

is a lot of damaging publicity! Training your staff to avoid and 
manage negative customer experiences is vital to the success of 
your business. Otherwise, you may have 56 people posting and 
Tweeting negative comments about your company. Ouch!

A dissatisfied customer certainly will not refer additional 
business to you. Think about the businesses that you are happy to 
tell family and friends about - your favorite restaurant, a clothing 
store with knowledgeable sales staff, your family doctor. Your 
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recommendation carries a lot of influence with it, far more than 
even the most effective advertising campaign. Conversely, if you 
tell me that Dr. NoGood did a terrible job filling your tooth, then 
I certainly will not use his services the next time I am in Costa 
Rica and want to have dental work. Not only will I look for 
another dentist, I will tell other people not to go to Dr. NoGood. 
Ouch!

One happy customer may reward your good work by 
referring additional clients. If you spend $100.00 to attract 
one customer and that customer refers 
five additional clients, you have reaped 
a tremendous return on your initial 
investment. If the average customer spends 
$150.00 with your business, these six 
clients will spend $900.00. That one happy 
customer generated $800.00 in profit for 
you. Now that is a scenario you want to 
repeat every day.

A Downward Spiral

There are other intangible costs associated with a high 
turnover of clients. Think about the time that you and your 
staff spend teaching your customers about your company and 
the services it offers. The medical tourism sector is a personal, 
individualized business that involves a great deal of contact 
with your customers. If you retain that customer, then the next 
transaction should go smoothly, building the client’s confidence 
and loyalty to your business. Trust and confidence are essential 
elements to loyalty making the client more likely to use your 
services and encourage others to do so as well.

As mentioned before, the more customers you lose, the more 
money you have to spend attracting new customers. Money 
is then diverted from other services such as investing in your 
employees and growing your business. If you are focused on 
replacing customers, you are not thinking about making your 
environment a better place to work. This downward spiral 
directly impacts your employees.
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Impact on Employees

The more customers 
you lose, the harder it is 
on your employees who 
have to devote more time 
and patience to bringing 
in and working with new 
customers. There is a 
direct correlation between 
customers leaving and 
employees walking away. It is demoralizing to work for a 
business that is struggling or where management does not invest 
in their employees through education and training as well as 
pleasant surroundings that are conducive to hard work.

Creating a great place to work is reflected in the efforts 
employees make to deliver VIP customer service to your 
potential and existing clients. The economic recession has people 
staying in their jobs longer, maybe longer than they would like. 
Once better opportunities come along, employees will jump ship 
taking knowledge and competitive secrets with them. Ouch!

Attracting and training new employees takes time and 
money, diverting your attention from clients and managing your 
business. Ouch!

The direct and indirect 
costs of losing customers 
hurt your business and 
prevent it from growing. 
The loss of income and low 
return on investment have 
a direct negative impact on 
the bottom line. Unhappy 
customers broadcast 

negative statements about your services to dozens of other 
people and fail to refer additional business to you. Employees  
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get discouraged and they leave, requiring resources to hire and 
train them. This is a pattern that must be broken if your business 
is to survive and thrive.

Has all of this pain convinced you that you need to take steps 
to reduce the number of customers who walk away?

In the next article, we will offer solutions and suggestions 
for attracting and retaining more clients for your business. Look 
for our next email and in the meantime, visit our website (www.
medicaltourismtraining.com) to register for courses to improve 
your ability to deliver VIP customer service.

Want to stop customers from going to your competition? 
Keep more customers through improved customer service by 
signing up today for our online courses, Telephone Skills for 
Medical Tourism Professionals, Email Etiquette - Netiquette and 
Working with Upset Customers.

Your investment will pay for itself when your 
business keeps one more customer!



The Cost of Getting, Losing, and 
Keeping Clients – Part 3 

Do you know the real value of keeping clients?  
  
Maximizing Opportunities, Transforming 
Relationships, Increasing Revenues

This is the third of three articles exploring the costs 
associated with getting, losing, and keeping customers. The first 
article focused on the cost of getting clients while the second 
article discussed the costs of losing clients.  These articles and 
more are available in the  Resources  section of our web site.  
This article explores the true value of keeping clients with 
suggestions and solutions for retaining more of the clients you 
attract.

Satisfied  Isn’t Good Enough

Market research reveals a surprising fact about customer 
satisfaction.  Up to 80% of surveyed customers who report being  
satisfied  with the level of service are just as likely to leave 
a business as those who reported being  dissatisfied1  Simply 
meeting customers   expectations is no longer good enough.  
Organizations must deliver what business guru, Tom Peters, calls 
the  Wow factor  by routinely exceeding customers   expectations 
with positive, memorable, and worthwhile interactions.

Wow factor moments are based on trust, respect, gratitude, 
manners, competence, and professionalism.  Every client 
interaction is an opportunity to influence the customer’s 
judgment about the quality of your services from the first 
impression to the last interaction whether by email, telephone, 
or in-person.  Customers will judge those interactions by 
whether you or your employee is paying attention, present to the 
conversation, smiling, and genuinely caring.  
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The workplace should let you communicate with clients 
without distractions.  Are you talking to a co-worker while she 
is on the telephone with a customer?  Are you eating lunch 
at your desk while helping a client?  Are you frowning while 
answering your emails?  Do you routinely ask how the person 
is feeling without really caring about the answer?  If so, you are 
contributing to the likelihood that a satisfied medical or dental 
customer will take his or her future business (as well as potential 
referrals) to another provider.

Moving Customer Service to the Forefront

Transforming your organization from having satisfied 
customers to developing loyal, engaged clients who are willing 
to enthusiastically refer more business to you requires new focus, 
attitudes and behaviors from every person within your business.  
These changes must be demonstrated from senior management 
who develop a strategic plan to build loyalty among employees 
and customers.  More and more forward thinking companies 
like Oracle are creating the position of Chief Customer Officer 
(CCO) (read more at http://www.ccocouncil.org/site/Default.
aspx) who ensures that employees have the skills and tools to 
routinely deliver Wow experiences.

By moving customer service to the forefront, organizations 
demonstrate commitment to first making employees feel valued 
and appreciated so that they communicate those values to 
customers. This virtuous cycle increases employee and customer 
loyalty which will turn into more referrals from existing clients, 
lower turnover from staff, all of which has a positive impact on 
the bottom line.  

In the healthcare sector, clients expect a basic level of 
professional competence and skill that is a baseline expectation 
which is the lowest acceptable level of service.  Exceeding 
customer expectations is the ingredient that will allow your 
organization to flourish.  The ability to create relationships with 
prospective and current customers is a skill that has measureable 
results and will differentiate your business from the majority of 
your competitors.
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Ways to Create Wow

In the two prior articles in this series, managers are 
encouraged to calculate the true costs of attracting and losing 
customers.  Now it is time to use that information to educate 
your staff so that they understand their roles in the financial 
health of your business   their employer.  

Attach numbers to transactions and demonstrate that even a 
5% increase in retaining customers can have a significant impact 
on revenues.  And with the increased revenues other benefits 
such as pay raises and improved work space will be shared with 
employees.  Paint a picture of the business that includes all of 
your employees and show them how they can make that picture 
brighter by improving their customer service skills.

Track your numbers on a regular basis including updating 
the costs of getting, losing, and keeping customers as well as 
the value of retaining customers including referrals.  Identify 
changing patterns to bolster the improvements and correct the 
weaknesses.  Is your investment in training staff in customer 
service skills paying off according to the numbers?  Share the 
information with staff and reward excellence. 

In addition to tracking the numbers, engage your customers 
in providing feedback about their experiences to make sure your 
clients are not merely  satisfied .  You can:

• Conduct customer surveys on a regular basis
• Test your clients   willingness to recommend your 

services  (an excellent measure of loyalty)
• Design, improve, expand, revise a referral/reward 

program for clients and employees
• Mystery shop your services as well as your competitors  

services with an independent third party to measure the Wow  
factor

• Ask your customers and employees what else you can do 
to exceed customer expectations.
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• Get creative and come up with new ways to determine if 
your customer service is surprisingly good.

Appreciation and Sincerity

Meeting customers   expectations depends on professional 
services delivered by a skilled staff, all of whom believe that 
people deserve to be treated with trust and respect as well as a 
smile.  Demonstrating appreciation is fundamental to exceeding 
customer   and employee   expectations.  A follow up call that 
includes a  thank you for your business  or a handwritten thank 
you note is not only polite but also good business.

A simple gift is another way to express gratitude for business 
or a referral.  Coffee from Costa Rica, a carved good luck 
elephant from India, or a silk scarf or tie from Thailand waiting 
for the customer at home is a wonderful finishing touch to an 
exceptional experience.  Every time that person shares a cup of 
coffee or is complimented on the lovely scarf, your business will 
be mentioned in a positive way.  Think of it as very low cost 
advertising.

Regardless of the way appreciation is expressed, the message 
must be sincere.  People are very adept at detecting phony 
sentiments.  Think of the recording,  Thank you for calling 
General Hospital.  We are unable to answer the phone right now 
but your call is very important to us.  Does anyone really believe 
that the call is important?  If it was so important to the business, 
a person would answer the phone!  When your customer is 
thanked for doing business with you, make sure the message 
comes from the heart and not from a script that is being read by 
someone who is detached from the conversation.

Learn from mistakes

We all make mistakes.  It is part of what makes us human.  
In customer service as in life, it is what we do after we make a 
mistake that defines character.  When a mistake happens, there 
are four things to do: respond quickly, apologize, solve the 
problem, and ask the client to remain as a valued customer.  
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When something goes wrong, it is tempting to bury our 
heads in the sand.  That response usually makes the other person 
angrier.  A prompt response demonstrates concern for the person 
as well as the value of the client  s business.  Apologize for the 
problem and then either suggest a way to remedy the situation 
or ask the client what can be done to fix the problem.  Then do 
whatever is promised.  Follow up with the client to make sure 
everything has been resolved and then ask the client to stay with 
your organization.  

Working hard to fix a mistake can be a way to increase 
loyalty among customers and is another opportunity to exceed 
customer expectations.

A Shift in Perspective

Working to continuously improve customer relationships by 
delivering services that consistently exceed expectations requires 
a shift in perspective from short term gain to the long term value 
of a relationship with a valued customer.  

Employers must be willing to invest the time, resources, 
and leadership to develop a loyalty strategy for clients and 
employees.  The loyalty strategy must include educating and 
training staff to create and deliver  Wow  experiences for 
customers.  Reward staff who improve and master exceptional 
customer service skills.  

The increased revenues your business generates will be 
proof that customer service skills can keep the clients your 
organization works hard to attract.

Endnotes 
1    “The Real Cost of Losing Customers” by JoAnna Brandl, http://
expertaccess.cincom.com, accessed 17June 2011



Secret Shopping: Close the 
Customer Service Gap, Increase 
Revenue

Customer service is an integral part of delivering high 
quality, professional services. Do you know what your current 
and prospective clients think of your business - your services, 
prices, and employees?  

Secret shopping, mystery shopping or, more accurately, 
a Customer Service Audit, is an effective tool to assess and 
improve the customer service experience. By seeing and 
experiencing your business through the eyes of your clients, 
Customer Service Audits are highly effective ways to impact 
the bottom line. The results of a Customer Service Audit can be 
used to improve the performance of weak employees, reward 
the outstanding work of others, and point out gaps in business 
systems that need to be repaired, all to increase revenue.

Why engage in a Customer Service Audit? 

Organizations make substantial investments to attract 
clients including web sites, brochures, conferences, advertising, 
direct marketing, and more. With all that money spent to attract 
customers, you need to know answers to many questions such 
as, “Are we offering the services that our clients want?” “Are we 
easy to do business with?” Equally important is, “Are customers 
being treated well so that 
they will buy our services, 
come back again, and 
refer other people?” If the 
answer to these questions 
is “yes”, then you have 
valuable information to use 
as a benchmark for future 
performance. If the answer 
is “no”, then stop throwing 
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away your money and set up an audit to identify and correct 
problems before negative customer experiences do more harm to 
your business.

An American Express Global Business Customer Service 
Survey found that” 78% of customers have opted to cancel a 
transaction or did not complete and intended purchase because 
of a poor customer service experience.” Poor customer service 
carries a large price tag for companies of every size.

What is the cost to your business of even one lost client? 
For a dentist or clinic, it may be a few hundred to several 
thousand dollars. For a hospital, the average amount spent by an 
international patient may be thousands or even tens of thousands 
of dollars. In this competitive environment, your business needs 
every advantage to succeed. You 
have invested a substantial amount 
to bring clients to your organization, 
now invest a little more to make 
sure you are converting leads into 
clients. The relatively modest 
amount invested in a Customer 
Service Audit pays for itself simply 
by saving one client.

Trained Auditors Investigate and Evaluate 
According to Client’s Specific Needs

A Customer Service Audit - or Mystery Shopping as it is 
more commonly known - is a research tool where a marketing 
consultant is retained to evaluate one or more aspects of a 
company’s services. In the medical tourism sector, the scope of 
the audit might include the telephone switchboard, reception 
area and international patient department all the way through to 
the delivery of services. It may also include marketing materials 
and the web site. Here is how the secret shopping experience 
typically works.

The decision to conduct a Customer Service audit is made 
by a member of senior management and the parameters of the 



33
Secret Shopping: 

Close the Customer Service Gap, Increase Revenue

service are set in consultation with the independent consultant 
hired to provide the audit. The specific needs of the client are 
identified, a program is customized, and a price quote agreed 
upon. While employees are told that an audit will be conducted 
at some point in time, the specific dates and time are kept 
confidential to ensure that the test of the system is not influenced 
by employees “being on their best behavior”. 

Trained auditors acting as interested prospects are given 
instructions and procedures to follow to obtain the necessary 
information. The auditors keep detailed information about all 
aspects of their interactions 
with the business being 
evaluated. The results of 
the audit are analyzed 
and summarized. The 
information is then shared 
with the client along 
with actionable feedback 
and recommendations to 
improve the system. 

The results of the audit are also shared with the employees, 
preferably in a team meeting, and presented in a positive light. 
The recommendations are designed to improve services as well 
as job satisfaction. Avoiding a “Got You!” approach is essential 
so that employees see the audit as a positive experience designed 
to help them improve their skills. 

Modifications to the system are implemented, training is 
conducted to improve skills, and another evaluation is done 
after a reasonable period of time to ensure that the service has 
improved. If so, then periodic evaluations can be conducted to 
be certain that the high quality of service has not deteriorated 
or new problems arisen. If customer service has not improved, 
another intervention may be required. And remember to reward 
your top employees to keep them happy and motivated.

Employees are expected to perform their job duties 
including customer service functions at a certain level. Given the 
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opportunity and training, many employees will raise the level of 
their performance. Some may not. Just remember that employees 
who are performing below par have an impact on the bottom 
line - your business is paying someone who is not getting the job 
done and may be costing you customers. A Customer Service 
Audit will identify the weakest links and strongest performers. 

Improve Customer Service, Increase Revenues

Poor customer service and gaps in the service delivery 
system push away the clients you are working hard to attract.  
Whether your business is a JCI accredited hospital, dental or 
medical office, facilitator or other service-related business, you 
cannot afford to ignore the experiences of your clients.

A thoughtfully constructed 
Customer Service Audit conducted 
by a professional, experienced 
independent consultant can help 
you grow your medical tourism 
business. Training designed to 
provide excellent customer service 

skills can give your employees the tools they need to succeed. 
Together the modest investment in your business can deliver the 
right results.

Medical Tourism Training, Inc is an independent company 
offering online, web-hosted, and onsite training to deliver the 
knowledge and business skills medical tourism professionals 
need to succeed. We are partnering with Stackpole & Associates, 
(www.StackpoleAssociates.com) a market research and 
marketing company, to offer a full array of secret shopping 
services.  Since 1991, Stackpole & Associates has provided 
Customer Service Auditing services to a wide array of 
health care and medical tourism organizations in the US and 
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internationally, helping clients to improve the delivery of 
services to increase revenues. Together, we make an excellent 
team to meet the needs of your organization.

Contact me today at eziemba@medicaltourismtraining.com or (857) 
366 – 1315 to plan a Customer Service Audit to transform your 
business. Thank you and I look forward to hearing from you soon



Effective Em@il Campaigns

There is no question that the rise of 
the internet has helped fuel the growth 
of the medical tourism sector.  Potential 
consumers surf the web looking for a 
variety of health and wellness services in 
every corner of the world.  Health care 
providers promote their services on web 
sites designed to appeal to an international 
clientele.  Related services offered by 

facilitators, insurance companies, and a host of other businesses 
all use the internet to attract more business.  It is difficult to 
imagine that international health travel could grow as quickly as 
it has without the tools that technology has brought to our global 
economy.

Email is a primary mode of contact between and among 
health care consumers and service providers, relegating the 
telephone to second place.  How can healthcare and other 
service providers harness electronic media to market and expand 
business?  With 1.88 billion email users sending 284 billion 
emails daily1, maximizing the potential of email to grow your 
business cannot be underestimated.

Creating and launching an effective, engaging 
email marketing campaign

An email marketing campaign consists of regular 
communications with a targeted audience to convey consistent 
information about your business and the services it provides.  
The emails can be delivered in various formats such as 
newsletters, invitations to events, and personal messages from 
the Executive Director.  Have you received emails that you find 
to be effective?  If so, analyze their appeal and emulate their 
success.  If an email caught your attention, chances are it did the 
same for other people. Remember, imitation is the sincerest form 
of flattery.
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Step One

The first step in developing a marketing campaign is to 
create a plan that identifies the who, what, where and how of the 
project.  Who is your target audience?  What content is relevant 
to them?  Where are you going to obtain email addresses? How 
will you deliver your messages? These and other questions must 
be answered before the first email is drafted.

Identifying and understanding your target audience is the 
initial step in any marketing campaign.  In general, medical 
tourism healthcare and service providers want to attract more 

clients who can afford the types 
of services being offered.  Who 
are your primary audiences?  
Does your organization 
sell directly to consumers? 
Business to business?  A 
combination of both?  Identify 
the specific characteristics of 
your audience or audiences 

and keep them in mind when formulating your messages and 
selecting your images.

Knowing your audience guides the content to be developed 
for your email campaign.  A simple way to find out what is 
relevant to potential customers and their families is to ask what 
information they use to make decisions about selecting care 
services.  Keep track of the questions that people ask most 
often when calling to inquire about your business.  Develop a 
list of topics to create the content for your emails responding 
to those questions.  By knowing, identifying, and anticipating 
the needs of your prospective customers, your organization can 
demonstrate superior customer service skills.

Your emails should be informative without being clinical so 
add your own ideas such as helpful tips as well as human interest 
stories.  Ask your staff for ideas and engage their creativity and 
interest in promoting your business.  Think about ways your 
business is different from your competitors and develop content 
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that reinforces those positive characteristics.  Focus on three 
main messages that you want to convey about your business and 
include them in all marketing communication not just emails 
so that they stick in the minds of potential clients.  Aim for the 
delicate balance between promoting your business and providing 
valuable information.

The nuts and bolts

With some basics questions settled, focus on the nuts and 
bolts of an email campaign.  Who 
is going to be responsible for 
writing it?  The person responsible 
for marketing is the natural choice 
but for smaller businesses it may 
fall to the over-worked Executive 
Director.  Someone on your staff 
may be an aspiring author who 
would enjoy the challenge of 
preparing interesting and creative 
communications.  A person who 
loves to write will welcome the assignment and the by-line 
attached to it.

How many times a year will the email be sent – monthly, 
quarterly, semi-annually?  Quarterly emails are fine, perhaps 
with a seasonal focus, but monthly emails keep your name in 
front of people who will remember you when your services 
are needed.  Sketch out the content for each email, leaving 
room for flexibility as situations change. Schedule each email 
communication as a “To-Do” and make sure it gets done.  
Marketing campaigns succeed when there is solid commitment 
within the organization to making them succeed.

An email campaign can be put into effect if you have email 
addresses for the people with whom you want to share your 
information.  If you have not been collecting email addresses 
from people contacting your business, start now!  Ask everyone 
who calls for an email address, send postcards to people who 
have contacted your business asking to update their contact 
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information including email, and look online for email addresses 
for referral sources including health trusts.  Build up a database 
of these email addresses and keep it growing.

List brokers

Working with a list broker can help you reach a wider 
audience right away.  You can rent the use of a list of people who 
have characteristics that reflect your typical 
customer.  For example, if the person who 
uses your services most often is a married 
woman between the ages of 45-60 who 
lives within 25 miles of an international 
airport, a list broker can provide you with 
a list of email addresses for people who 
meet these criteria.  While there is added 
expense, your message is sent immediately to more potential 
customers than you can reach on your own with your limited 
contacts.

Spam is a concern for all of us and antivirus software 
programs have ways to identify potential spam to block it from 
landing in your mailbox.  Your email system may have an anti-
spam device that prohibits you from emailing large numbers of 
people.  Companies such as Constant Contact provide services 
such as templates, contact management, reports, and technical 
support for email campaigns so that you can avoid the spam 
problem.  For a relatively modest monthly amount, your business 
can set up an account with such a service that will enable you to 
send professional emails without being tagged as spam.
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Creating your communication vehicle

With all the bits and pieces of your plan assembled, you are 
ready to create the first communication in your email marketing 
campaign.  There is an art to designing an effective and attractive 
email but here are some tips for developing a successful email:

• Create an intriguing message for the subject line.  A 
question is often a good way to get people to read your email.

• Place your logo in the upper left hand corner.  It is the 
spot where our eyes naturally begin looking at a page.

• Personalize your message.  Use “Dear Mrs. Last Name” 
instead of “Sir or Madam”.

• The top 2-4 inches are the most important as they are 
most often viewed so use them well with a high impact message 
and image.

• Keep messages simple.  Short paragraphs with short 
sentences are quick and easy to read.  Avoid paragraphs that look 
dense.

• Use two or three smaller images rather than one larger 
image.  It is more visually interesting and reduces the chance 
your email will be tagged as spam before it reaches your 
audience.

• Create a Call to Action, asking the reader to undertake 
an immediate specific action such as “Sign up today for our free 
seminar by clicking here”.

• Include an “unsubscribe” link in case individuals do not 
want to receive additional emails.

Once your email is created, be sure to test it by sending it to 
yourself as well as two to five “critics”.  Ask for help with proof 
reading as well as comments about content.  Test links to make 
sure they work including links to your own website. Edit and 
retest your revised email before scheduling it to be sent to your 
contacts.  
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Measure and evaluate your success

Track the success of your email campaign.  Email services 
provide reports to show you how many emails were received, 
how many bounced, how many people opened the email, and 
how many people clicked through to links.  Use the report to 
improve your database as well as improve your content.  When 
you are ready to move to a more sophisticated level of marketing 
skills, develop separate emails for your different audiences 
and track over time which emails are more successful than 
others.  Analyze the differences and continue to improve your 
communications.

The overall look of your email campaign should be 
consistent with other marketing materials such as brochures, 
website, direct mail, business cards, and print advertising.  Use 
the same logo, font style and size, as well as colors so that people 
recognize your materials and the brand you are creating just the 
way you recognize Coca-Cola without having to read the actual 
name.  Reinforce the three main messages about your business 
throughout all your marketing efforts so that the messages will 
stick within the minds of your audience, helping your business 
grow.  After all, that is the measure of success of any marketing 
campaign.

Be sure to observe the 
rules of email etiquette or 
netiquette with each email 
campaign as well as general 
email correspondence.  
Getting people to respond 
to your email campaign is 
the first step. Engaging with 
them and converting them 
to customers requires email 
etiquette skills and excellent 
services.

Endnotes 
1    http://royal.pingdom.com/2011/01/12/internet-2010-in-numbers/



How late is it there?  Tips for 
working across time zones

It should be fun working with clients and colleagues around 
the globe but coordinating time zones can also mean frustrating 
communications and embarrassing missteps.  Here are some 
suggestions for using your time wisely in a flat world.

What time is it where you are?

Scheduling a conference call or a one-on-one call 
between two busy people can be a challenge under the best of 
circumstances.  When one of the participants happens to be a 
surgeon, it can be near impossible.    Before choosing a time 
that works for you, check out the time where the other person or 
people are located.

There are a number of web sites and applications that can 
help you figure out the time differences.  For example, The 
World Clock (http://www.timeanddate.com) has features to 
convert time zones, calculate which day it is or will be, and can 
be added to your tool bar for added convenience to ensure you 
are calling on the right date and time. 

Remember to be sensitive to religious and other holidays.  
Web sites such as A Global World (www.aglobalworld.com) or 
Earth Calendar (www.earthcalendar.net) will prevent you from 
making scheduling mistakes like setting up a conference call to 
Mexico City on May 5.

For regularly scheduled calls to individuals in different 
time zones, make sure to rotate the schedule so that you are not 
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always calling during the other person’s dinner time, very early 
in the morning, or late at night.  Take turns being inconvenienced 
so that your calls will be welcomed discussions instead of 
irritating interruptions.

I can’t believe you are awake

Doing business globally does not 
require that you respond to emails 24/7.  
Use an email responder that clearly states 
your business hours and your time zone.  Set a policy about the 
proper response time to emails, state it in your auto responder, 
and then do what your policy says you will do.

Put time differences to work for you by leveraging when 
emails are delivered.  Responding to an email so that it is waiting 
for the person first thing in the morning is smart customer 
service.   A solid email policy and adherence to netiquette 
rules will help you utilize email to save time and increase your 
efficiency. 

What did you say?

Whether talking on the phone or writing emails and letters, 
communicating with individuals whose first language is different 
from yours presents challenges that go beyond vocabulary and 
grammar. The medical profession has its own distinct vocabulary 
and there is a certain level of knowledge that medical tourism 
professionals should possess for their own credibility especially 
when speaking with clinicians.  If you don’t have a medical 
or clinical background, learning basic medical terminology 
can deliver the knowledge you need to speak the lingo with 
confidence. 

English is the generally accepted language of business 
but even for those individuals for whom English is a first 
language, accents can be barriers to understanding.   Beginning 
a conversation with non-business pleasantries such as questions 
about family or sports not only builds rapport but also provides 
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the opportunity to adjust to other person’s tone and pace of 
speaking.  

When talking with individuals who are not speaking in 
their native language, keep in mind that proficiency impacts 
participation.  Individuals who are unsure or self-conscious 
about their language skills may be quieter on the telephone or 
in person, conveying the wrong message about the topic being 
discussed.

Language skills are better for people at different times of the 
day.  Ask clients what time of day they prefer to talk. Early birds 
may prefer morning calls while night owls are more focused in 
the evening. Scheduling considerations are often based on factors 
other than schedules.  Plus asking rather than assuming is a good 
way to demonstrate strong customer service skills.

Rude or Direct?

Even without language differences, cultural barriers impact 
our communications.  For example, thanking people before 
they have done anything substantive can be interpreted as polite 
or wishy-washy.  Telling some, “Please send me your medical 
records by 5 PM on Friday” may be direct or rude.  If someone 
sent that message to you in an email, how would you interpret it?

Cross-cultural awareness and 
training can help international 
professionals navigate issues 
like this one to ensure that your 
business is meeting the needs of its 
clients and employees.  

Learning how to conduct 
business on a globally requires a distinct set of skills and 
knowledge.  Acquiring them and putting them into practice on 
a daily is essential to the success of international health travel 
businesses.  What time is it where you are?



Medical Tourism Visas: 
Successfully Tackling Immigration 
Issues*

Passport and visa considerations are faced by everyone 
seeking medical treatment outside their home country. Simply 
stated, if you cannot get into the country, you cannot receive the 
care you seek.  While each government has its own regulations 
and requirements for visas for medical tourists, understanding 
general principles about such visas is essential if you are a:

• Facilitator helping clients receive care in another country
• Health care provider recruiting patients from other 

countries to use your services
• Government policy maker identifying visa issues
• Person seeking medical care in another country
Part of providing comprehensive services to medical 

tourists is the ability to provide basic information about the visa 
requirements for the country where they will receive treatment, 
to supply documents that will assist them when applying for 
a visa, and to connect them with a reputable, experienced 
immigration attorney for situations where the situation is 
complex.  Successfully tackling these issues will not only 
help your customers get the treatment they seek but also is a 
marketing opportunity for your business.  Assisting clients with 
the visa process can demonstrate superior customer service that 
will distinguish your organization from competitors.

Despite its flaws and frustrations, a great deal can be learned 
from the US immigration system about obtaining a visa for 
medical treatment and the particular steps followed by tourists 
coming to the US.  The process and documentation required 
by the US system, while perhaps more extensive than other 
countries, is a role model for medical tourists traveling anywhere 
for medical care.  Let’s examine which documents are needed 
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to gain legal entry into the United States for the purposes of 
medical tourism as well as the application process itself. 

What travel documents are needed?

Travel into the United States 
by a national of another country 
requires that the individual 
have two documents: a valid 
passport and a valid visa.  If the 
client does not have a passport, 
an application should be filed 
immediately with the local 

passport authority. If the client does have a passport, check 
its expiration date to make sure it is valid or of an application 
for a passport renewal is needed.  In general, to enter the US, 
a passport should be valid for 90 to 180 days from either the 
date of entry or the date of intended departure.  Clarify the 
passport validity requirements with the local US Consulate as the 
requirements differ based on the person’s nationality.

A visa is a certificate issued to an individual and placed in 
the person’s passport by a duly authorized governmental agent 
verifying that permission has been granted to enter the country 
for a specific period of time and for a specific purpose. Visas are 
typically issued by the US Consulate with jurisdiction over the 
person’s place of residence; however, some countries allow their 
citizens to apply for a visa at any US Consulate.  

For example, a citizen of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil can apply for 
a visa at any US Consulate in Brazil even though the Consulate 
in Rio de Janeiro is the closest to the city where the person 
lives.  In addition, a person may be able to obtain a visa at a 
US Consulate in any other country of which he is not a foreign 
national. Listings of all US Consulates are available on the 
internet at: www.usembassy.com.



47
Medical Tourism Visas: 

Successfully Tackling Immigration Issues*

Requirements to Obtain a US Visitor Visa for 
Medical Treatment

Under US immigration law, medical tourists are considered 
to be visitors and must meet the requirements for obtaining a 
visitor visa, also called a B-2 visa.  When contacting the US 
Consulate to apply for a B-2 visitor visa, keep in mind that the 
applicant must prove all of the following elements to qualify for 
the visa:

1. The purpose of the trip is to receive medical treatment;

2. The stay in the United States will be of a limited and 
defined period of time;

3. The Applicant has sufficient funds to cover all expenses 
including the cost of medical care while in the US;
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4. Evidence of financial and social ties to the home 
country; and

5. Evidence of a residence outside the US to which the 
applicant will return once the purpose of the trip is concluded.

Before starting the application 
process, it is essential to collect 
the documentation needed to prove 
each of the five itemized points as 
well as holding a valid passport.  
While each application is unique, 
here are some suggestions for the 
types of documentation needed to 
satisfy the B-2 visa requirements:

To prove the purpose of the trip is to receive medical 
treatment, obtain a letter from each doctor or hospital in the US 
that is going to provide medical care from initial evaluation to 
testing to surgical procedures to rehabilitation services.  Each 
letter should be on business stationery, signed and dated by the 
doctor and state the diagnosis, course of treatment, estimated 
costs and length of treatment.  An explanation as to why the 
person is coming to the US for treatment must be provided.  If 
possible, have the person’s doctor in the home country provide a 
letter supporting the patient’s decision to get medical treatment 
in the United States.

When does an individual go from being a “tourist” to a 
“medical tourist”?  The answer to that question depends on the 
primary purpose of the visit.  If the reason a person travels to the 
US is to obtain medical treatment, then it is appropriate to apply 
for a visitor visa as a medical tourist.  If the medical treatment is 
incidental to the visit such as a dental or medical checkup with 
the majority of time being spent sightseeing or being with family, 
then the person probably is a visitor and not a “medical tourist”.

The distinction is important in terms of the documentation 
needed when applying for the tourist visa.  Medical tourists must 
provide substantially more documentation.
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Documenting the period of time 
that an individual will stay in the US 
can be accomplished by a round trip 
airline ticket, travel itinerary including 
hotel accommodations, and doctor’s 
letter specifying the length of treatment 
including recuperation.  It is reasonable 
to ask for a period of time before and 
after the medical treatment to remain in 
the United States in order to arrive and recover from jet lag as 
well as to relax for a few days before heading back home.  Factor 
these extra days into the period of time that you request to be 
allowed to stay as a medical tourist.

Often times medical tourists will come to the US and stay 
with a friend or relative who is referred to as a “sponsor”. In this 
situation, a letter of invitation from the sponsor is needed that 
spells out how long the medical tourist is expected to stay as well 
as any financial arrangements made on behalf of the tourist.  For 
example, a sponsor’s letter of invitation may state “My aunt, 
Susan Miller, is invited to stay with me for one month at my 
home. During her stay, I will provide food and transportation for 
her as well as any miscellaneous expenses”.  

Along with the letter of invitation, the sponsor should 
complete Form I-134, Affidavit of Support, which is available 
on the internet at www.uscis.gov and click on “Immigration 
Forms”.  Financial information from the sponsor like the most 
recent Federal Tax Return, pay stub, or bank statement should 
be attached to the Affidavit of Support.  The sponsor must have 
legal status in the United States and submit documentation to 
prove it.

The US government is extremely 
concerned about individuals coming 
to the US for free medical care so be 
prepared to carefully document the 
ability of the medical tourist to pay 
for all aspects of medical treatment 
and other expenses during the visit.  
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Proof of the individual’s financial ability to pay for the medical 
care can consist of bank statements or documents showing the 
amount of cash on hand, investments, loans, and other assets.  A 
copy of a contract detailing financial arrangements between the 
US health care provider and medical tourist should be supplied 
as part of the visa application process.

Beware of claims from unscrupulous insurance companies 
selling policies that pay for medical expenses in the United 
States for medical tourists.

Insurance policies typically 
do not cover prearranged medical 
treatment but are designed to pay 
for medical care resulting from an 
emergency or accident; however, 
insurance companies are responding 
to the demand created by medical 
tourists so new products are being 

introduced.  Before buying any health insurance associated 
with medical tourism, make sure you understand what medical 
services are covered and which are not.  An educated consumer 
is the best protection against misrepresentation or fraud.

Under US immigration laws, there is a presumption that 
every visitor has the intention to stay in the US indefinitely 
so medical tourists must prove that they have financial and 
economic ties to their home country that are strong enough to 
compel return to the home country.  Documentation to meet this 
requirement includes a deed or lease on a place of residence; 
foreign bank accounts; employment; immediate relatives; assets 
such as a car, business, and other property.

In general, it is better to have too much documentation rather 
than too little when preparing to apply for a visitor’s visa for 
medical purposes.
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The Visa Application Process

Once you have collected the necessary documentation, 
contact the appropriate Consulate to download Form DS-156 
(available on the Consulate’s website) and to schedule an 
appointment.  Consular websites, found at the US Department of 
State’s website, www.usembassy.gov, contain instructions about 
payment of the visa application fee as well as logistical issues 
such as date and time of interview, photographs, fingerprinting, 
and additional security screening.

A security clearance must be completed before the individual 
will be issued the visa.  Following the tragedy of September 11, 
2001, heightened security can cause lengthily delays or result 
in visas being denied.  Expect delays.  Perhaps you will be 
pleasantly surprised but hopefully not disappointed.

What happens if the visa is denied?  If the visa application 
is denied, get as much detail as possible about the reasons 
it has been refused including the section of the immigration 
laws justifying the denial.  Ask the interviewer what 
additional documents can be submitted to have the application 
reconsidered.  You may be able to get additional information to 
satisfy the interviewer or the decision may stand with no option 
to appeal.

At the successful completion of the application process, 
a visa certificate or visa stamp will be placed in the passport 
allowing the tourist to begin the journey to the United States 
for medical treatment.  The visa certificate will be a valid for a 
defined period of time so that entry in the US must take place 
during the specified dates of validity.  The visa may allow a 
single entry or multiple entries.  Read the visa stamp carefully to 
be clear on these details.
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Visa Issues at the Time of Entry into the United 
States

The immigration issues do not end when the visa stamp is 
issued at the Consulate.

Every individual who comes to the United States must 
demonstrate to a US Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS) officer at the time of entry into the US that the person 
intends to maintain their legal status for any authorized period 
of stay.  In other words, when an individual such as a medical 
tourist arrives in the United States and presents his or her 
passport and visa stamp to an immigration officer, the officer 
must believe that the person intends to be in the US as a medical 
tourist to receive medical treatment, has the financial ability to 
pay for that treatment, and has sufficient ties to return home at 
the end of treatment.  

At the time of entry into the 
US, the immigration officer has 
three options.  She can admit the 
person for a limited and defined 
period of time of up to six months, 
hold the person for additional 
questioning, or deny entry into 
the United States and compel 
the person to return immediately 
to the home country.  To ensure the best outcome, medical 
tourists should travel to the United States with the supporting 
documentation detailed above about the intended medical 
treatment.

When admitted to the United States as a B-2 medical tourist, 
the immigration officer will stamp the passport showing that 
the person has been admitted in B-2 status and the length of 
time granted for the visit.  Medical tourists may be confused 
that the visa stamp issued by the Consulate is valid for a certain 
period of time while the stamp issued at the time of entry is for 
a different period of time.  The validity dates of the visa issued 
by the Consulate indicate the time period during which an 
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individual may attempt to enter the United States; however, it is 
the immigration officer at the port of entry that determines how 
long the person may remain.  The length of stay given by the 
immigration officer at the time of entry, not the validity dates of 
the visa, is the period of time the person is authorized to remain 
legally in the United States. 

Visitors may be granted an initial period of stay for up to 
six months.  An extension of another six months is possible.  
Under certain extreme circumstances, a medical tourist may 
be authorized to remain in the US for additional medical 
treatment for a period beyond one year but the situation must be 
extraordinary and compelling.

When planning to depart 
from the US to return home after 
medical treatment, it is wise to set 
a departure date at least two days 
before the authorized period of 
stay is due to expire.  Overstaying 
a visa is a serious offense and 
cause for the USCIS to refuse entry the next time the person 
wants to come to the US for any reason.  

Waiting to leave until the last day of authorized stay can 
result in unfortunate circumstances such as a cancelled or 
delayed flight or missing the flight which causes the person to 
overstay the visa.  Remaining in the United States for even one 
day past the date of authorized stay is a violation of the visitor 
visa status and will almost certainly interfere with future trips to 
the US.

Lessons for Medical Tourists to Other Countries

While some of this information is strictly related to the US 
system, the basic principles behind the visitor visa requirements 
apply generally to the process for obtaining medical tourism 
visitor visas to other countries. For example, India has created a 
category of visas specifically for medical tourists. While much 
“friendlier” than the US application process, the Indian medical 
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tourist visa does look at similar issues such as the availability 
of medical treatment in the home country, the type of medical 
treatment to be provided in India, where treatment will be 
provided, and related issues.  The application process and much 
of the documentation is similar to the US system.  India, like the 
US, is concerned about abuses of the visa system but has adopted 
a pro-medical tourism policy that is lacking in the United States.  
The policies and processes behind medical tourism visas in many 
other countries is a variation on the theme set by the United 
States.

The US system for issuing visitor visas for medical tourists 
provides insights as to policies and documentation needed for 
medical tourists of any nationality traveling to any country for 
medical services.  Regardless of the destination for medical 
treatment, make sure to verify the passport and visa requirements 
of the country where treatment will be provided as well as 
the documentation needed to obtain the necessary visa.  With 
planning and preparation, the immigration issues should go 
smoothly so that the focus of the trip can be on obtaining 
medical treatment and returning to good health.

The information contained in this article for general 
informational purposes and is not intended to constitute legal 
advice.  Consult a qualified immigration attorney for advice 
pertaining to specific situations as each case is unique and may 
require attention.

*A version of this article originally appeared in the January/February 
2009 edition of the Medical Tourism Association magazine.
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About Medical Tourism Training, 
Inc.

Medical Tourism Training grew out of two serendipitous 
experiences - a request for course development by a client 
and results from a research project.  These two separate 
yet concurrent events pointed out the need for training and 
consulting services focused on building professional knowledge 
and skills unique to medical tourism.

To improve the services it delivers to its medical tourism 
guests, senior management at the Ramada Plaza Herradura in 
San Jose, Costa Rica, asked us to create a course to train its 
staff to deliver superior customer service to meet and exceed the 
unique needs of its international health travelers. That course,  
Caring for the Medical Tourist , became our first course offering.

At the same time, a research project1 was launched to 
measure the effectiveness of marketing efforts by certain JCI 
hospitals to reach prospective US clients.  The results of our 
secret shopping were surprising.  Despite the fact that these 
hospitals had invested a considerable amount of money in 
the accreditation process as well as impressive web sites and 
marketing brochures, only 2 of 13 hospitals had invested 
in systems and personal to respond to email and telephone 
inquiries! Contacting these JCI hospitals led us to conclude that 
training in telephone skills, email etiquette, and working with 
upset customers were desperately needed skills.

Building on these experiences, Medical Tourism Training 
continues to develop on-line and on-site educational and training 
programs based on international best business practices and 
the experience of our experts in medical tourism. Our on-line 
courses are affordable and easy to navigate so that individuals 
can learn in the comfort of their own homes or offices at 
their convenience.  On-site training allows for the content to 
be tailored to the particular needs of the clients so that the 
information can be delivered to an entire team, department or 
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organization to maximize the impact of the skills and education.  
Consulting services are offered to assist managers with creating 
the change they want within their organization.  

To reach as many organizations as possible, selected services 
are available in Spanish, Portuguese, and Arabic.

Contact us today to find out how we can work with you to 
build an organization that meets, anticipates, and exceeds the 
needs of its customers!

(Endnotes) 
1    The results of this research were presented at the Annual 
Conference of the Center for Medical Tourism Research.  The 
presentation is available on our web site at  
www.MedicalTourismTraining.com/Resources.
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Contact Medical Tourism Training, 
Inc.

To learn more about the on-line courses, on-site training as well 
as consulting services offered by Medical Tourism Training, 
please visit our web site at:  
www.MedicalTourismTraining.com

or contact Elizabeth Ziemba at:  
eziemba@medicaltourismtraining.com

Medical Tourism Training, Inc. 
1018 Beacon Street, Suite 201 
Brookline, MA 02446 USA

Telephone (857) 366 – 1315 
Fax (617) 739 – 5929



Expectations Beyond Borders:  
Tools to Build an Exceptional Medical Tourism Business

The competition for international health travelers is growing more intense 
every day as organizations face market and economic challenges.  At a 
minimum, savvy consumers expect excellent health and wellness services at 
reasonable prices.  Beyond these basic expectations, what do customers want 
and how can your organization meet those expectations?  Market research 
confirms that the key to success in medical tourism is exceptional customer 
service that anticipates and exceeds expectations.  

•  •  •  •  •  •
Expectations Beyond Borders presents clear and concise marketing theory 
illustrated by practical examples and innovative solutions to deliver the tools 
you need to build an exceptional medical tourism business.  Topics include:

• Defining and understanding customer service
• Getting, losing, and keeping customers
• Lessons learned from secret shopping
• Successful email campaigns
• Tips for working across time zones
• Helping customers with visa issues
• And more!

Designed for healthcare providers, medical facilitators, tourism and travel 
professionals, professional associations government agencies, or anyone 
else involved with providing services and products in the medical tourism 
sector, Expectations Beyond Borders offers essential ingredients to develop a 
successful medical tourism organization.

•  •  •  •  •  •
Download your  complimentary copy of Expectations Beyond Borders at: 
www.MedicalTourismTraining.com

•  •  •  •  •  •
Elizabeth Ziemba, JD. MPH, is President of Medical Tourism 
Training, Inc., a US-based training and consulting company 
dedicated to the international health travel industry.  As an 
attorney, business-owner and healthcare consultant, Elizabeth 
has conducted original research, delivered consulting 
services , given presentations and seminars, developed 
and implemented training programs for clients in medical 
tourism.  For more information and details, visit www.
medicaltourismtraining.com.
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