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B
ureaucracy and paper-
work.Complicated health-
care plans. Hurried con-

sultations. Both patients and doctors voice
a range 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.

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.

“I like 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
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A different approach to

HEALTH CARE
‘Boutique’ medical practices attempt to strengthen the doctor-patient 

relationship — and local residents are opening up their wallets
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Dr. Eric Weiss knows the trick to
getting 3-year-old Chase Woodson
of Woodside to say “Ahhhhh.”


