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Hypothesis 
Patients use internet review sites to find and discriminate between surgeons online, yet the value of online reviews to a 
practice remains unknown.  Further, surgoens have the ability to influence their online review profile and ratings by actively 
requesting reviews from existing and former patients, and numerous marketing companies are available to surgeons to 
help increase review acquisition. However, without knowing the value of an online review, a complete cost-benefit analysis 
is not possible.   This study utilized a 2-person hand surgeon practice to actively request, track, and analyze online reviews 
over two years to determine the monetary impact on the practice. 
 
Methods 
A prospective study protocol was developed to determine the most important and relevant online review sites, track review 
volume monthly for 2 years, evaluate different techniques for accumulating reviews, determining the number and 
demographic information for patients referred by online reviews, and calculating the monetary value for each review on 
revenue generation.  
 
Results 
This study found that for a particular hand surgery practice, only Google and Yelp reviews influenced patient online referrals.  
Review acquisition was best achieved using 3rd party email automation tools, but could also be collected through active 
requests with review cards.  Over 2 years, 193 new reviewed were acquired and an estimated 334 new patients were 
referred to the practice from online reviews.  Internet referred patients generated 36% less revenue per patient and 14% 
less revenue per hour of office time.  Nevertheless, each internet-referred patient generated $442 in practice revenue for 
a total financial benefit of $147,600 over 2 years.  A single online review was found to be worth about $764 with a range of 
$368-$775 per review.  Based on the implementation cost of $3,290 using SurgiSurvey, LLC, automation resulted in a 2,243% 
annual return on investment.  
 
Summary Points 
Online reviews can be successfully acquired using third party companies through email automation. With a calculated 
review value of $764 per review, the return on the investment is over 2,200% annually.  For a two-person hand surgery 
practice, implementing an online review automation protocol resulted in $147,600 increased revenue over two years at a 
cost of $3,290.   
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Introduction: Patients use the internet 
for everything.  When it comes to 
finding the tastiest restaurants or 
booking the best hotels, Yelp has 
become the preeminent online 
business review site.  It is no surprise 
then that patients are using Yelp to 
find a doctor.  I remember starting my 
practice just two years ago and my 
office manager telling me “nobody 
looks for a hand surgeon on Yelp.”  We 
agreed to disagree and I began 
collecting data the day I started 
practice: asking patients how they 
heard about our office, which 
websites they visited, tracking how 
many online reviews we had, how 
much web traffic our website 
experienced, etc.  My motivation was 
based entirely on the assumption that 
people must go online to find a doctor 
and there must be a financial value to 
improving one’s online reputation.  
But there was no data.  There were no 
publications, no abstracts, and no 
consultants who could tell me how 
important, how valuable, and how 
rewarding a strong online reputation 
could be. 
 
For two years I collected data and 
pursued a marketing strategy based 
on this assumption.  And now, two 
years after collecting and analyzing 
the data, I can definitely say that 
online marketing works and Yelp 
reviews have a value.  That value is 
about $764 per review.  
  
Methodology 
The initial purpose of this project, in 
the simplest terms, was to determine 
the value of a Yelp review.  More 
generally, I wanted to evaluate the 
financial benefit to a highly positive 
online reputation which included 
more than just Yelp reviews, but also 
HealthGrades, Google, Vitals, and a 
variety of other physician rating 
websites.  To answer this question, I 

needed data that were difficult to 
collect.   
 
To calculate the value of a review, I 
needed to know A) How many 
patients found us and made an 
appointment after reading online 
reviews. It was also important to know 
B) Which online review sites they had 
read/viewed prior to making the 
appointment.  Once they were seen 
and treated in the practice, I also 
needed to know C) How “valuable” 
the patient was to the practice in 
dollars.  
 
Next, I needed to determine and 
implement D) The most efficient 
method for collecting online reviews. 
Once I had succeeded, I could then E) 
Measure and monitor the number of 
online reviews collected on various 
review sites.  This ultimately allowed 
me to calculate F) The value of a single 
review over the duration of the study 
and in real-time by month.  Lastly, I 
wanted to know G) What was the 
demographic of patients who found 
their surgeon online with regards to 
age or insurance type?   
 

Results: 
How many patients found us and 
made an appointment after reading 
online reviews? 
To answer this question, I created an 
iPad-based questionnaire that all new 
patients completed at the time of 
registration in my office.  The touch-
screen survey could be completed in 
about 3-5 minutes and asked patients 
for their name, email (*more about 
this later in section D), how they were 
referred to our office, and what 
websites they visited prior to their 
appointment.  I used SurgiSurvey, LLC 
to create the collection form.  
 
During the 2-year period, 3,036 
patients completed the registration 
iPad among 5,130 new patient visits 
for a response rate of 61%.  During 
that same period about 213 new 
patients to my office identified 
“Online review and search sites” as the 
source of their referral.  Extrapolating 
the response rate results in 334 as the 
number of new patients to my office 
referred by online reviews/search 
over 2 years. 
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Which online review sites have 
patients read/viewed prior to making 
the appointment? 
As part of the online registration I 
asked patients to identify the websites 
they visited including a variety of 
online review sites and search 
engines, as well as my practice 
website. Somewhat surprisingly, 
nearly 80% of patients had not visited 
any websites prior to their 
appointment.  But of the remaining 
20%, the majority had utilized Google 
and Yelp.  Healthgrades accounted for 
less than 1% of visits and Vitals was 
nearly undetectable.  Thus, I 
concluded that in my market and for 
my practice, Google and Yelp reviews 
were the most important for driving 
patients to my practice.  
 
How “valuable” are online-referred 
patients to our practice? 
Analyzing this aspect of the data was 
challenging.  First, I needed to 
generate charge data for all patients, 
on all visits, over a defined period.  To 
do so, I generated a spreadsheet from 
my office billing software that 
included all 37,000 patient charges 
over a 2-year period. Next, I 
categorized each insurance company 
into one of 7 categories: PPO, 
Medicare, Medicaid, HMO, Work 

Comp, OON (out of network) or 
None/Self Pay.  I then performed a 
pivot analysis to condense all charges 
per patient allowing me to calculate 
the total amount charged and 
collected per patient, number of 
charges, number of visits, age, and zip 
code.  I then cross referenced the 
patient charge data with the patient 
referral source data generated the 
from the registration iPad.  A final 
pivot analysis allowed me to calculate 
the average number of visits, charges, 
charge amount, and collection amount 
per patient, per visit and per hour sub-
divided by referral source.  
 
This aspect of the analysis has a 
number of significant limitations.  
First, because I was analyzing financial 
data for all charges, there was a time-
lag for payments that have not yet 
been received estimated to be a 2% 
overall reduction in collection values. 
Second, because many of these 
patients continue to be receiving 
treatment and have not necessarily 
“completed” their care, there will 
undoubtedly be future charges and 
collections that have yet to be 
recognized and included in the 
analysis.  This will artificially reduce 
the total collections/patient and 
therefore the collections/visit. 

Further, because the volume of 
internet-referred patients has 
generally increased with time, both of 
these effects would be more 
pronounced in the internet-referred 
patient groups that has been highest 
in the most recent three months and 
would therefore reduce the calculated 
collection values more than other 
referral sources. 
 
The final result of this analysis is 
shown in the table. Patients referred 
via online search and online reviews 
were the least valuable to the practice 
generating an average of $442 per 
patient to the practice overall.  
However, when calculated as 
collections per office time, they 
averaged about $541/hour.  These 
values were lower than other referral 
sources in regards total collections per 
patient by 36% and lower than most 
other referral sources in regards to 
collections per hour by 14%. 
 
At this point, I established that online 
reviews generated about 334 new 
patient referrals at a benefit of 
$442/patient to the practice over 2 
years.  The total financial gain to my 
practice has thus been about 
$147,600 over 2 years. 
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How to collect online reviews?  
A key component of this research 
required the regular collection of 
online reviews.  To achieve this goal, I 
evaluated the baseline rate for review 
collection, as well as two active 
review-requesting techniques: 1) 
handing out review cards in the office, 
and 2) sending automated emails 
requesting reviews with direct 
hyperlinks. 
 
The baseline rate for review 
accumulation was calculated based on 
historic data in my practice for my 
partner, a solo hand surgeon.  Without 
asking patients specifically for reviews, 
the accumulation of online reviews 
occurred at a combined rate of 16 
reviews amongst 1,191 new patients 
(collection rate of 1.3%).  After 
introducing a protocol in the office to 
hand out request cards – but not by 
only one of the two surgeons – the 
collection rate was 23 new reviews 
amongst 1,253 new patients (1.8% 
collection rate).  However, when I 
started practice and actively 
requested reviews and handed out 
review cards, there was a total of 85 
new reviews amongst 1,817 new 
patients (4.7% collection rate).  For the 
group practice, accumulation rate was 
0.3% during the control period and 
1.7% after the intervention.  Lastly, 
after instituting automated email 
requests for reviews via SurgiSurvey, 
LLC, the collection rate was 3.6% 
among all patients and 5.4% among 
emailed patients compared to a 
baseline collection rate of 0.5% and 
0.9%, respectively.  The final 
conclusion is that the baseline (no 
request) review collection rate is 
about 1.5% for an individual and 0.3% 
for a practice.  When patients are 
handed out review cards and asked to 
leave a review, the response rate 
increases to 4.7% for an individual 

and 1.7% for a practice, increases of 
3.1x and 5.7x, respectively.  When 
adding automated email review 
requests, the group practice response 
rate increases from 0.5% to 3.6% for 
all patients, an enhancement of 7.2x.   
 
Next, I needed to know the number of 
online reviews that were responsible 
for attracting these new patients. 
Because my prior analysis in section B 
suggested that only Google and Yelp 
were being viewed by patients, I 
determined those two sites to be the 
source of online referrals.  I monitored 
all online reviews obtained for Google, 
Yelp, Healthgrades, and Vitals for both 
my partner and myself, as well as for 
the group practice.  For the analysis I 
limited the responses to only Google 

and Yelp.  At the start of the analysis 
there were a total of 20 reviews for the 
practice and providers.  After 2 years, 
the practice had acquired 213 
reviews, for a net gain of 193 reviews.  
Based on the acquisition of 193 new 
reviews (Section E) that yielded 
$147,600 in collections over two 
years (Section C), I calculated a 2-year 
online review value of $764. 
 
At this point, however, the analysis 
becomes more complicated.  The 
value of $764 represents a reasonable 
estimate of the financial benefit to the 
practice for a single online review.  
However, arriving at this conclusion 
makes an assumption regarding the 
number of patients referred to the 
practice from online reviews by 
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extrapolating the actual number of 
referred patients (204) and dividing by 
the response rate (61%) to achieve the 
estimated 334 patients (Section A).  In 
reality, that may overestimate the 
number of patients referred online 
based on selection bias at the time of 
registration and iPad completion.  
Furthermore, the analysis thus far only 
provides a singular number for the 
value of an online review after 2 years 
although, in reality, this changes over 
time.  For example, a new review has 
not “generated” any revenue until a 
patient is actually seen and treated; 
which may be a 4-6-week cycle.  
Conversely, an “old” review will 

generate patient referrals for many 
years thereby having a growing value 
with time.  For these reasons, I 
analyzed the value of a review on a 
month-to-month basis.  My prediction 
was that reviews would initially have 
a low value, but with time they would 
have an increasing value that would 
continue to rise until a plateau is 
reached, representing “saturation” of 
the online review space for a single 
practice.  This analysis was performed 
by charting the number of patients 
referred, number of reviews obtained, 
and the value of a review obtained two 
ways: a) by calculating the dollars 
generated ($442 x number of patients) 

and dividing by the number of reviews, 
and also b) calculating the dollars 
generated and dividing by a 
*corrected* number of reviews based 
on a continuation of the slow review 
accrual trend from the first 3 months 
(baseline/control data).  Lastly, I 
repeated the same analysis above for 
both the estimated “extrapolated” 
number of referred patients as well as 
the actual number of referred 
patients, which is known to be an 
underestimate but at least provides a 
floor value. 
 
The results are shown below in each 
figure. The first chart reveals that 
based on estimated referral numbers 
and a value per patient of $442, the 
value of a single online review is about 
$775 and does not change between 
the actual numbers of online reviews 
versus correcting for an estimated 
increased rate of review completion.  
The second chart reflects a much more 
conservative model based only on 
referred patients without 
extrapolation.  These results reveal a 
corrected review value of $368 and an 
uncorrected review value of $448.   
 
The final conclusion for these 
analyses is that online reviews have a 
2-year value ranging between a 
conservative $368 to an estimated 
$775 per review.   
 
Naturally this is a wide range of values 
and future studies will work to refine a 
more precise number with time.  
However, what is clear beyond a 
doubt, is that an online review pays 
dividends ranging in the hundreds of 
dollars over just two years.  
Considering the acquisition cost of an 
online review, which ranges anywhere 
from completely free to almost free, 
this is a massive return on investment.  
As noted in Section D, the most 
effective review collection technique I 
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used involved automated emails sent 
after patient visits.  The system I used 
(SurgiSurvey, LLC) had a total 
integration cost of 2 refurbished iPads 
with security cases ($290), $100/mo 
subscription ($2,400) and a one-time 
startup cost ($500).  In total, the 
$3,290 “investment” in online 
marketing and reviews yielded a 
2,243% annual return on investment. 
 

What was the demographic of 
patients who found their surgeon 
online? 
I further evaluated the patients 
referred online by insurance type and 
age.  The patient demographic for the 
entire practice includes an insurance 
mix of 20% Medi-Cal (Medicaid), 21% 
Medicare, 31% PPO, 15% Work Comp, 
8% HMO, and the remainer cash-pay.  
The average patient age is 52.7 years.  

For the internet-referred patients as a 
group, the insurance demographic 
was 75% PPO, 9% Medicare, and 3% 
each to Medicaid and Work Comp. 
The average patient age for internet 
referred patients was 44.8 years. 
Thus, I found internet referred 
patients to be shifted towards a 
slightly younger demographic and 
overwhelmingly PPO insurance. 
 
Conclusions: 
Online reviews can be successfully 
acquired using third party companies 
through email automation. With a 
calculated review value of $764 per 
review, the return on the investment 
is over 2,200% annually.  For a two-
person hand surgery practice, 
implementing an online review 
automation protocol resulted in 
$147,600 increased revenue over two 
years at a cost of $3,290.  This research 
strongly supports using online review 
acquisition to increase revenue.  
 


