it

-~ FEATURES

TEPPITT. o5 P o P P O S it T et e e e . —

Lo

ﬁhone penefration in this country,
short Message Service [SMS) messages
have developed into a hugely popular
communication method in Australia.
Telstra claimed that over 33 miillion
messages were handled by their network
last New Years Eve, with an average of
50,000 per minute sent between 11pm
and midnight!

While for many, "SMS" conjures up
thoughts of ear piercing beeps and
caplivated teenagers. the technology
has had a history of innovative business
uses. These have ranged from reminders
to pay phone bills, to sophisticated
electronic ficket solutions that utilise the
graphical capabilities of modern mobile
phones.

The acceptance by Australian
businesses of SMS technology has

risen dramatically in recent years,

with MessageNet, Australia’s largest
business SMS gateway reporting volume
increases of 58% from the 04/05 to 05/06.

Tanya Aranoyv, MessageNet's Marketing
Manager cldims that "There's g far
greater social acceptance in receiving
SMS messages now and people are
more responsive than they are with
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SMS PATIENT
REMINDERS
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phone calls because it is less of an practice to decide which gateway

inferruption”. to use, although all have a prefered
provider sef by default.

In a medical practice sefting, SMS

technology is most commonly used 1o Given that SMS gateway providers can

remind patients of future appointments. only purchase their network access

While there are other possibilities. this from a few top-tier telcos, costs tend to

application will be the article's focus. be fairly similar among the Australian
based providers per message. Therefore,

SMS GATEWAYS if your software allows you to choose @

It would cerfainly be possible to send gdteway, ensure you consider all sef-up

SMS appointment reminders to patients costs and support options before making

using a dedicated mobile phone, ¢ decision.

however this would become fedious

very guickly. Enter the SMS gateway. mMost gateways quote per message
prices ranging from 14 cents to 25 cents

An SMS gateway is a service depending on the volume purchased.

that converts a computer-based Support and sefup costs vary greatly,

communication fo an SMS message for however some providers, including

delivery to the recipient’s mobile phone. MessageNet, bundle these at no

Typically this message originates as additional charge.

simple email, however there are other

options availgble to both end users and While there are oversedas operations that

software developers. do have lower per message entry points,
many insert advertising into the body

Because of the simple format of of the SMS message and don't use g

emdadil messages, many practice localised timestamp. More significantly

software vendors have been able to however, overseds providers have lower

incorporate SMS services with little transmission success rates that may lead

effort by leveraging the existing email to more phone call follow-ups being

functionality in their products. By virtue reguired.

of this fact, email based appointment

reminder functionality is typically SOFTWARE INTEGRATION

bundled along side SMS services with The past two yedrs have seen many

some solutions allowing the user to send practice software vendors add SMS

both SMS and email reminders at the integration to their products, or enhance

same fime. the functionality of an existing solution.
The extent of SMS intfegration in popular

CHOOSING A GATEWAY Australian practice software can be

Many software vendors have exclusive classified in 3 ways:

arrangements with an SMS provider

which means the decision about which a) No integration

gatewdy to use may have dalready been Under this scenario, the practice

made for you. soffware does not make a provision for

: - SMS paftient reminders. While ocbviously
Genie, Oasis, Practice2000 and Profile not ideal, this doesn't preclude practices
are amond the products that allow the using such software from exporting the




relevant patient demographics and
appointment details and processing
these with a combination of external
software (e.q. Excel then Outlook], or
tools provided by the SMS gafteway.

Most SMS gateways rely on a specially
constructed email address fo indicate
where the message should be sent, This
would usually have the recipients mobile
number followed by the 'at’ symbol (@)
and the SMS provider's domain name.
As such, for ad hoc messages, simple
emails using the gateway's prescribed
address format may suffice.

b) Basic 2-Way Functionality

There is variation between the ways
practice software vendors have
implemented SMS funclionality,
however the basic steps for sending SMS
reminders are usually:

1. Selecting the patient or patients to
send the reminder to.

2. Select whether the reminder will be
sent via SMS, email or both.

3. Optionally personalise the body of the
reminder message.

4. Optionally enter a password o
authorise the reminder broadcast,

5. Send the reminders or schaedule them
to be sent at a later time.

While many practices currently sending
SMS reminders are not yet utilising the
functionality, most SMS gateways allow
the recipient of the M3 To send back

d response via their mobile phone,
Typically this is returned to the practice
as an email and can be collected using
an email client or the email module built
into the practice software.

Practices seeking to close the
acknowledgement loop can manually
process these incoming emails and
chadnge the appointment status fo
“confirmed”.

Depending on how dgaressive the
practice wants to be with its reminder
system, fradifional phone follow-ups can
then be conducted for the patients who
haven'i responded fo the SMS.

c) Enhanced 2-Way Integration

This level of integration extends
beyond the previous scenano with the
softtware automatically updating the
appointment status when a response is

received by the system from o patient,
negating the need for staff to manually
process replies. Achieved without relying
on email fo cary the appointment
reminder, MedilinkXP (via the integration
of ZHippo) is the only Australian practice
software solution currently offering this
level of SMS functionality.

THE BENEFITS

Less "No Shows”

By definition, the main purpose of an
appointment reminder is to ensure that
the patient arives when the practice
expects them. By reducing "no shows”,
both practice revenue and patient care
can be maximised.

Despite the lower costs and time
involved, research’ has shown that
SMS reminders are just as effective as
fraditional phone or postal reminders.

Greater Efficiency And Cost Control
Unlike fradifional telephone reminders,
SMS allows large batches of messages to
be sent simulfaneously.

In much the same way as g mail-merge
can be performed by combining

a database with a form letter, SMS
messages can be personalised using
any relevant database field [although
for simplicity, your software vendor may
have restricted this).

Baecause staff fime involvement in the
reminder process is minimised and

SMS usage is easily fracked, detfailed
cost-benefit analysis can be performed
which can assist praciices o best target
the use of the technology.

An Audit Trail Is Creaied

By removing most of the hurman
inferaction from the reminder process,
comprehensive audit trails are created
with little or no additional effort regquired
by the practice staff.

Managing Director of Mediflex, Phil Kirby
explained that "When an SMS message
is sent, MediFlex captures this information
into the patient nofes. This is to give the
medical practice as much evidence gs
possible that they made an attempt fo
confact the patient.”

He went on to fo say that "Unfortunately,
the medico-legal issues surrounding
the doctor-patient relationship are

such that if g patient fails to furn up
for an appointment, the doctor is
deemed responsible for any medical
issUes arising that were not diagnosed
and/or freated. So the more evidence
that can be collected to demonsirate
that medical practice made every
regsonable attempt to contact the
patient; the better.”

Patient Good Wil

Increased aftendance rates by patients
has obvious benefits for practices,
however patients also value the service
as Ken Khoa Ho-Le, Managing Director
of Abadkl explains, "patients appreciate
courtesy appointment reminders and
cdoctors benefit frorm less patient non-
affendances.”

CONSIDERATIONS

1. Privacy Issues And Consent

While confidentiality and privacy need
to be given consideration, it should

be noted that SMS does not infroduce
new privacy issues that don't already
exist with traditional communication
systems. Like phone calls, faxes and
letters, it is possible that an 5MS message
may be viewed by an unauthorized
3rd party. As such, practice staff need
to have procedures in place that
ensure SMS messages are only sentf to
patfients who have consented fo such
communicafions.

As shown in the screenshot below,
ledmed has included a consent
checkbox field in their patient
demographics screen to ensure that
these procedures are enforced, d simple
measure that other practice software
solutions would benefit from.
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2. SMS Sent To The Wrong Number
While a simple appointment reminder
would typically only include the most
basic of details, the possibility of SMS
messages being senf to the wrong
mobile number should be considered.
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