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I have been a rural surgeon for nearly 27 years and have made a
few observations watching about two dozen docs come and go in
various specialties. Here are some things to consider:

1. You need to get accepted in the community—both by the
patients and the docs. Take the referring docs out for lunch or
bring a deli lunch to their office, a gift at Christmas, and talk to
them socially and professionally; let them know what your special
interests in surgery are or what you can do to help them with
problem patients; ask their advice and input on patients and get
medical consults on unassigned surgical patients, even if you
know how to take care of the problem of fluid overload or
hypertension etc., always keep them in the loop on their patients
with follow-up letters, op notes, and thank you notes; and
NEVER disparage their care even when it is off the mark by your
standards.

2. Always talk up their great care to the patients they send you
and send them back for follow-up when the surgery problems are
resolved.

3. Attend the non-surgical CME and meetings in the local
hospital and participate.

4. Present some CME for them. Be nice to all the hospital
personnel also. They can be your best advertisements if they like
what they see of you at the hospital.

5. Be soft and friendly and not biting or sarcastic.

6. Keep your office staff happy with birthday presents, and
flowers on secretaries’ day.

7. Give your patients all the time they need to talk to you and
listen to what they say. If they don’t need surgery just yet, tell
them so, even when your schedule is empty. The word in the
community will be that you don’t operate when unnecessary and
they will come back to you for everything in the future.

8. Be very supportive with the families when their loved ones
are in great need.

9. Write some key word notes in your office chart to remind you
to ask about their trip to Hawaii or their kid in college, or
whatever they mention to you at your last visit.

10. Don’t get into controversy or in-house battles for the first 10
years in a new place.

11. Don’t do Whipple’s in a little hospital. You can’t afford the
fallout of high-risk surgery in rural hospitals.

12. Hold hands and touch your patients. Stand by their side,
hold their hand, and talk to them as they go under anesthesia. Be
there when they wake up.

13. Communicate to inform and allay their fears.

14. See them back in the post-op period sooner and more often
than you think they need.

15. Give them a very detailed talk as they leave the hospital
about everything to expect at home post-op for instance, pain
control, GI function, fatigue, bad dreams, loss of appetite,
depression, 6 weeks of not being back to normal, when to shower,
when to drive, when to have gentle sex, etc.. They will love you for
knowing all this and warning them and reassuring them its OK.

16. Do some volunteer work. Join the fish and game club. Get
your wife involved.

17. Don’t drink in public beyond a glass of wine at dinner and
never on call.

18. Join the EMS director in giving some talks to the medics
and volunteer EMTs on pre-hospital trauma. They have a vast
network in the community.

19. Talk to the Rotary, Kiwanis, Elks, and Soroptomists about
the latest and greatest surgery, such as like a laparoscopic gall-
baldder surgery. Use slideshows and bring instruments for them
to see.

20. Any new surgical partnership is potentially problematic as
it necessitates an adjustment of two super-surgical egos. Don’t
let this become a competitive fight between you and your
partner. Talk to him. Let him know your feelings and needs and
don’t let it get hostile. You both need a partner that is a
“brother”. You can be each other’s best supporter. Assist each
other in cases that don’t even need assisting or even give you
payment for an assist. The OR table is a great place to bond
your brotherhood. Do favors. Tell him you will take the crummy
cases or the Medicaid cases off his hands. Take his call when
he’s had a rough night or on his anniversary or Christmas or
when he has a cold, and don’t look for any payback. It will come
in due time.

21. Everything you do or say in a small town will be known by
everyone very quickly. You need to be above reproach in the
community—a saint. And if you really do all this it will become a
comfortable way of life. Enjoy it and success will find you.



