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CARE

‘Boutique’ medical practices attempt to strengthen the doctor-patient
relationship — and local residents are opening up their wallets

By Monique Johnson

Special to the Almanac

ureaucracy and paper-

work. Complicated health-

care plans. Hurried con-
sultations. Both patients and doctors voice
arange of frustrations with today’s health-
care system.

“Much of medicine these days is dic-
tated by the business and insurance
aspects of care,” laments Dr. Eric Weiss of
the Village Doctor in Woodside.

Physicians are squeezed between the
high overhead costs of practice and the
low reimbursement rates for their serv-
ices set by health insurance plans and
government payers (Medicare/MediCal).
This imbalance, Dr. Weiss explains,
translates into the need to drive practice
volume up in order to stay afloat, and

seeing more patients every day means
less time with each patient.

Dr. Kelly Traver of the Menlo Medical
Clinic sums up a sentiment echoed by all
of the doctors interviewed for this article:
“My favorite part of medicine is devel-
oping a relationship with the patient, but
with the changing face of health care, it
is harder and harder to do that”

In response, some local doctors are
creating new approaches to the delivery
of health care. Their new practice mod-
els are designed to allow more time to lis-
ten to and talk with patients, and to offer
a more comprehensive “wellness”
approach to medicine.

Patients also value time and attention
from their doctor — so much so that
many of them are willing to open their
wallets and pay up to thousands of dol-
lars for the premium medical services

these doctors are offering.

THE ‘CONCIERGE’ APPROACH

Retainer medical practices, also known
as “concierge” or “boutique” practices,
were pioneered in 1996 by a group of
physicians in Seattle. Concierge doctors
limit their practice to a very small num-
ber of patients — typically about 10 per-
cent of what doctors in the traditional
system handle.

Patients can reach their doctor direct-
ly 24 hours a day, seven days a week via
e-mail, phone, or cell phone, and can
get appointments usually the same day
they call. Time with the doctor is
unhurried. Concierge doctors even
make house calls, and will accompany
patients to the emergency room if nec-
essary, as well as personally oversee any
hospital care.

Dr. Eric Weiss knows the trick to
getting 3year-old Chase Woodson
of Woodside to say “Ahhhhh.”
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ELITE CARE?

Patients pay a retainer fee on a monthly
or annual basis for this access, service, and
attention. Locally, retainer fees range from
$175 to $325 a month. Considering that
these fees are paid on top of those for
health insurance coverage, concierge med-
icine has been criticized as an elite sub-
structure in health care, affordable only to
those with an above-average income.

Anthony Wright, executive director of
Health Access California, a statewide
health care consumer advocacy coalition,
acknowledges that innovative practices
like these will succeed because “doctors
and patients who want to make it work
will find a way to make it work.” But he
describes concierge medicine as “a trend
for the healthy and wealthy, not a model
for the future of medicine because these
practices do not meet the needs of the vast
majority of patients and doctors.”

The continuing frustrations and issues
with managed care must be addressed at
the policy level, he says, with the goals of
working to expand access to compre-
hensive coverage and setting standards
and regulations for health plans.

“People should not have to check their
bank accounts before getting needed
care,” Mr. Wright states.

But for now, the demand for better
access to physician services is clearly strong,
and those in robust financial health can —
and do — pay for above-average access.

The following local practices offer
“concierge” care.

The Village Doctor. Dr. Eric Weiss has
lived in Woodside for 12 years, and has
often helped neighbors in need, putting
in stitches over the kitchen table when an
emergency arises, for example.

“Ilike being integral to the fabric of com-
munity;” he says. Opening the Village Doc-
tor last year was an attempt “to do the right
thing for patients and physicians, namely to
try to capture back the way medicine used
to be practiced,” he explains.

With pediatrician Dr. Raquel Burgos on
board from the beginning, and a retainer
fee that is progressively discounted for each
additional family member, the Village Doc-
tor practice has a unique family focus.
There is a limit of about 200 to 300 patients
per doctor. “We are offering time and
access; we don’t want to get back to where
we are too busy for that,” says Dr. Weiss.

The concierge practice model has
allowed Dr. Burgos to develop new
approaches to pediatric care, such as the
Newborn Program, in which she visits her
newest patients in the comfort of their own
homes — weekly for the first month, then

See HEALTH CARE, page 35
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Concierge medical practices

Retainer fees for these practices range from $175 to $325 per
person per month. Health insurance reimbursement varies from
practice to practice — from no reimbursement for services to lim-
ited reimbursement —but retainer fees are completely the

patient’s responsibility.

Be aware that health insurance is still needed to cover the costs
of medical care outside of the practice or program offered, such as
specialist visits, diagnostic procedures, and hospitalization.

The Encina Practice

Palo Alto Medical Foundation
795 El Camino Real

Palo Alto, 650-614-3299
www.pamf.org

The Village Doctor

2979 Woodside Road
Woodside, 650-851-4747
www.villagedoctor.com

Dr. Ami Laws

900 Welch Road, Suite 103
Palo Alto, 650-325-3200
ami.lawsmd@sbcglobal.net

Wellness Center
Menlo Medical Clinic

885 Oak Grove Ave., Suite 100
Menlo Park, 650-327-8600
www.menlohealthforlife.com
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Chase Woodson, left, his mother, Cyndie Woodson, and his brother, Jack, meet with Dr. Weiss in the Village Doctor

waiting room.

A different approach to health care

HEALTH CARE

continued from page 33

monthly up to 6 months of age.
These programs “build upon what
most physicians would like to do,
but simply don’t have the time,” Dr.
Weiss says.

Dr. Neda Pakdaman, an internist
formerly with Menlo Medical
Clinic, joined Dr. Weiss and Dr.
Burgos on June 1 to expand the
practice further.

Dr. Ami Laws. At the Stanford
Medical Group, Dr. Ami Laws had
a primary care and diabetes prac-
tice of more than 1,500 patients.

She is now opening a solo
concierge practice because “I was
totally, utterly burned out” and
“had to make a change,” she says,
citing the frustration of having only
20 minutes to be with a patient
who had come 100 miles to see her.

In addition to time and the
chance to develop relationships
with patients, Dr. Laws likes the

flexibility in a retainer practice to
offer care in many different ways
— via e-mail, phone, office, and
home visits.

Her practice will continue to
have a dual focus on primary
care and the specialty care of
patients with diabetes, high cho-
lesterol, high blood pressure, or
thyroid problems, she says.

The Encina Practice. The Palo
Alto Medical Foundation incor-
porated concierge care into its
services in May 2003, when Dr.
Jeffrey Croke and Dr. Henry
Jones III formed the Encina Prac-
tice. “Patients were asking for this
type of care,” says Jill Antonides,
PAME director of public affairs.

Traditionally, regular patient
care at PAMF centers on a primary
care physician, but specialty, after-
hour, urgent, and hospital care is
handled by other PAMF doctors.
Thus, care is segmented.

In the Encina Practice, Dr. Croke
and Dr. Jones follow their patients

personally through all aspects of
care. Each doctor will take care of
about 300 patients, compared
with an average of 1,000 to 1,200
patients per doctor in a conven-
tional PAMF primary care prac-
tice, according to Ms. Antonides.

Ms. Antonides adds that what
patients in the Encina Practice are
paying for is more personalized
service, and around-the-clock,
direct access to their doctor.

Patients pay for this privilege
— retainer fees are $3,600 a year
for an individual or $6,000 a year
for a couple. A portion of the rev-
enue from the retainer practice
subsidizes other services offered
at PAME, such as community
health programs and care for
low-income patients, she says.

A third doctor, Dr. Yumi Ando,
will join the practice in July.

Interactive Wellness. Menlo Park
has had a concierge practice since
1996. There are four doctors in
the practice; all declined to be

interviewed for this article.

A "WELLNESS"” APPROACH

If a boutique practice is not
quite the right fit, but help is
needed to jumpstart your health,
Dr. Kelly Traver offers a different
approach. She has just opened
the Wellness Center, spearhead-
ing a new proactive approach to
health care for the Menlo Med-
ical Clinic, where she has prac-
ticed as an internist for 12 years.

“We see people every day who
are struggling to do the right
things for their health, but are
tugged in so many different
directions that it is often over-
whelming for them to even begin
a (wellness) program, let alone
keep one going for life,” she says.

The Wellness Center houses fit-
ness equipment, a health library,
and a bio-feedback area to target
stress reduction. A cornerstone of
the center will be the Health for
Life program, piloted by Dr. Traver
in January “to help people learn the
tools to live as healthy a lifestyle as
possible for the rest of their lives.”

The $3,500, six-month program
involves a state-of-the-art health
and fitness assessment; ongoing
evaluation through a daily e-mail

log; alternating weekly appoint-
ments with Dr. Traver and a nutri-
tionist; weekly sessions with a fit-
ness trainer; and personal counsel-
ing if necessary.

Dr. Traver says she will expand
the Health for Life program for
seniors, adolescents, and new
mothers, and will offer programs
targeted at issues such as senior fit-
ness and diabetes management.

Support from Menlo Medical’s
Charles Armstrong Foundation,
which funds community health
projects, will allow the Wellness
Center to extend its programs to
those who can’t afford the fees.

CLEAR CONTRACTS NEEDED

Though opinions on the subject
may vary, it appears as if these new
health-care options are here to stay.

The American Medical Associ-
ation approved ethical guidelines
for retainer practices in 2003,
stating that “retainer contracts ...
are consistent with pluralism in
the delivery and financing of
health care” But the policy spec-
ifies the need for a clear contract
between physician and patient,
and counsels doctors to continue
to provide care to those in need,
regardless of ability to pay. B

‘Boutique’ health care: The patient’s view

ettina and Tyrone Pike

are Woodside residents

with four young children
ranging in age from pre-schooler to
young teen. Joining the Village Doctor
has been “one of the best improvements
in our lives,” Ms. Pike says.

When their 4-year old son seriously hurt
his arm in a playground fall, Ms. Pike
found the pediatrician’s office closed for
lunch. She had heard of the Village Doc-
tor from friends, and decided to call.

Dr. Eric Weiss responded immediately by
meeting her and her son at their home; he
then accompanied them to the emergency
room, and stayed to oversee the child’s care.

The experience, she says, “sealed the
decision” for her family to join the Village
Doctor practice.

She and her husband, she says, “had

bottled up our own medical issues”
because of the sheer hassle of trying to fit
doctors’ appointments into their erratic
schedules. The Village Doctor “makes it
simple,” she says.

The proximity of the clinic to their
home is a “major advantage,” and Dr.
Weiss has often come to the home for
check-ups with her husband before he
leaves for work.

The out-of-pocket expense is worth the
benefit, she states without hesitation.

George Phipps and his wife have four
children under the age of 5, and live in
Woodside. “When one child gets sick, it runs
through the whole family, one at a time, and
that used to mean multiple visits to the doc-
tor, each a two-hour excursion,” he says.

Now, the children can stay comfortable
at home and Dr. Raquel Burgos comes to

see them all at one time.

Ellen Montgomery-Wright lives in
Half Moon Bay and describes herself as
a “young senior.” She says she had start-

‘My dad was a
doctor and this is the
kind of medicine he
would have thought
was really good.’

ELLEN MONTGOMERY-WRIGHT

ed to “feel like a number” at her doctor’s

office and wanted to make a change.
“T want to be healthy in the coming

years of my life,” she explains. Dr. Weiss

has helped her feel “more knowledgeable
and more in control of her own health
care than ever before.”

“My dad was a doctor and this is the
kind of medicine he would have thought
was really good,” she says, adding, “The
extra expense is worth it, and I am lucky
enough to be able to do it.”

Linda Lawrence, a professional and
mother of two, is in her late 40s and has
been “burning the candle at both ends.”
Taking care of her health had typically
been at the bottom of her list.

“Iwant a full, long healthy life and a fit-
ness level to keep up with my lifestyle, but
I didn’t know how to accomplish that,”
she explains.

When she found Menlo Medical’s
Health for Life, she signed on for a pro-
gram that combined nutrition counseling,
personal training, and a fitness program.

She says she has reclaimed her fitness
and has cut her medications in half.
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