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HEALTHY LIVING

Just what the doctor ordered

Concierge medicine harkens back to the good old days for doctors and patients

BY BILL CORNWELL
bcornwell@floridaweekly.com

sharply divided nation of more than
300 million people, it may be this:
America’s health care system is a mess.

No one is happy with the course we are
on. Doctors and other health care provid-
ers practice assembly-line medicine that
is as impersonal as it is perfunctory. The
time a patient actually spends in the
presence of a physician during an office
visit is down to an average of seven min-
utes. These seven precious minutes, of
course, do not include the hours patients
spend filling out forms and cooling heels
in waiting rooms and emergency-care
facilities that often possess the charm of
a big-city bus terminal.

Doctors say that constraints imposed
by Medicare, Medicaid and private insur-
ers make it difficult to turn a fair prof-
it, thereby leading to the “line-’em-up
and get-’em-out” style of medicine that
is commonplace. Physicians uniformly
insist that this is not how they wish to
practice medicine, but it is how they
must if they are to survive.

Beleaguered patients, on the other
hand, have scant sympathy for the
“plight” of the physician, since spiraling
medical costs not only stretch budgets
but actually drive increasing numbers of
Americans into financial ruin. According
to the most recent issue of the American
Journal of Medicine, 60 percent of per-
sonal bankruptcies in the United States
during 2007 arose from medical debt.

Amid this chaos and confusion, a phe-
nomenon known as “concierge medi-
cine” runs counter to many of the medi-
cal stereotypes to which we have become
accustomed; at the same time, however,
it reinforcing others.

Concierge medicine is not new; it’s
been around since the mid 1990s, but
it is limited to an estimated 5,000 or so
practitioners scattered across the United
States. It first breathed life in Seattle, and
like that city’s other gifts to the nation
—Microsoft, Starbucks and grunge music
— it appears here to stay. It has existed in
Florida since 1998, when Dr. Gary Price
opened his concierge practice (which
still flourishes) in Fort Myers.

You get what you pay for

In the world of concierge medicine,
physicians generally practice internal
medicine and are primary-care provid-
ers. The major benefits of this practice
are:

e Patients are given their doctors’
office, home and cell phone numbers and
have access to their physicians 24/7.

 The doctors make house calls.

e Office visits are unhurried and con-
sultations exhaustive.

e Waiting rooms are sanctuaries free
from crowds and endless paperwork.

 Preventive medicine is not just dis-
cussed, it is practiced.

e And according to its proponents,
the quality of concierge care is superior
because of the highly personalized atten-
tion patients receive.

There is, of course, a catch. It costs
a good bit of money, and that money
comes out of the patient’s pocket, for
concierge doctors do not accept insur-
ance. Instead, they charge an annual fee
that is paid directly to the doctor. There
is no third-party billing to Medicare,
Medicaid or private insurers.

If there is one area of unanimity in this

Fees vary wildly. One physician in
Seattle asks for and receives up to
$25,000 from his patients annually, many
of whom are Microsoft millionaires. In
Lee and Collier counties, annual fees
are mostly in the $2,500 to $5,000 range.
For the extras — such as lab charges and
tests, visits to specialists, hospital fees
and the like, all of which can involve stag-
gering sums of money — the patient still
needs health insurance to pay the freight,
unless he is Warren Buffett, Bill Gates or
a member of Congress.

Concierge practices treat a limited
number of patients. Whereas a tradi-
tional, third-party-billing internal medi-
cine physician might see 3,000 or more
patients a year, concierge doctors often
limit their practices to a few hundred,
at most.

Concierge physicians — many of whom
do not like that term and prefer the less
grand designation of “direct care” — say
the perception that their practices are
“elitist” is unfair and untrue.

“Not every one of my patients is tre-
mendously wealthy,” says Dr. Wayne
Burr, who has had a concierge practice
in Fort Myers for more than three years
and recently opened a satellite office in
Bonita Springs. Dr. Burr treats
about 100 patients who pay
$2,500 a year. “I have single
moms (as patients) and people
who work in the food-service
industry,” he says about his
patients, adding they range in
age from 17 to 86.

“We’re adding new patients
every month,” he says, “but I
still see probably only five to
six patients during a typical
day. Some days it might be just
two. Eight to 10 patients would
be a really busy day.”

Most doctors of internal
medicine, as is Dr. Burr, attend
25 to 45 patients a day.

Dr. David Scott Madwar, a
concierge physician in Naples,
says many of his patients are
“people who feel the medical
profession has let them down.”
He describes his patients as
generally intelligent, keenly
interested in preventive medi-
cine and looking for a person-
alized approach to health care.

“I have very strong bonds
with my patients,” says Dr.
Madwar, who was formerly
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“I have very strong bonds with my patients.” — Dr. David Scott Madwar, Naples

“A number of my
golfing buddies at Quail
West were going to
concierge doctors,” Mr.
Labermeier, 77, recalls.
“They had good things
to say, so I started look-
ing around and inter-
viewed several before
we decided on (Dr.
Madwar). We have been
nothing but pleased.
He has exceeded our
expectations.”

Mr. Labermeier
says Dr. Madwar’s
age (which is 40) was
among the many attri-

hospital chief of staff at The
Cleveland Clinic in Naples. His
patient roster numbers about
150, and he charges $5,000
annually for an individual and
$8,000 for a couple.

One patient’s reasoning

Wally Labermeier and his
wife, Lil, were among the first
patients to sign on with Dr.
Madwar when he opened his
practice on Jan. 1, 2007. Mr.
Labermeier, a blunt-speaking,
hardnosed entrepreneur who
walked away from a successful
career at Procter & Gamble

Dr. Gary Price

butes he found appeal-
ing. “I sure didn’t want
a doctor who was going
to die before I did,” he
points out.

Mr. Labermeier says
he had become increas-
ingly frustrated with the
way medicine is prac-
ticed in the traditional
model. And he believes
the heavy patient loads
carried by many doc-
tors adversely affect
their ability to provide
acceptable care.

“I got tired of sitting

many years back to build a
string of successful businesses
in his hometown of Cincinnati
before retiring to Naples, says he and his
wife turned to Dr. Madwar after they
became displeased with their doctor of
25 years.

Dr. David West

in the office, waiting to
see a doctor,” he says.
“They scheduled all the
appointments at the same time, and we
just sat out there and waited. I was fed
up. I told (the doctor): ‘I make more
money than you do. My time is more

“Not every one of my patients is
tremendously wealthy. | have single moms
(as patients) and people who work in the
food-service industry...”

— Dr. Wayne Burr, Fort Myers and Bonita Springs

valuable than yours. I'm going to start
billing you for all the time I waste sitting
in your office just waiting.’ ”

But it’s not just the patients who find
modern medical practice exasperating.
Many physicians yearn for the days when
a doctor was intimately involved with
the lives of those he treated. Dr. Madwar
counts himself among this group. He says
his great-grandfather and grandfather,
doctors in a small English village, came
to know their patients on a personal
level, something that a doctor who sees
upwards of 3,000 patients a year simply
cannot do.

“Caring for the whole individual is
something that requires a tremendous
amount of time,” he says. “It is the way
medicine is meant to be practiced.”

Quality and quantity:
‘mutually exclusive’

Dr. Gary Price is the dean of concierge
physicians not only in Southwest Florida
but in the entire state as well. He says
he was the first concierge physician in
Florida when he started his practice 11
years ago.

“Back in the ’90s, medicine for me had
become extremely difficult because the
insurance companies had taken over,”
he says on a recent day after completing
a 60-minute consultation with a patient.
It was the era of HMOs, which repack-
aged doctors’ services, sold them for
less and kept the difference in profit, he
says. “They pushed the fees to a point
where doctors had to see more and more
patients just to make a living. It became
obvious to me that this was not going to
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