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HEALTH CARE / In u field dominated by big public

institutions, Brenda Rusnak is determined to raise

the profile of private physiotherapy clinics

Marketing

exercise

BY GORDON PITTS
The Globe and Mail
Toronto

RENDA Rusnak’s life changed with a conversation. She had
bumped into a physiotherapist friend who, like her. owned a private
clinic in Toronto. The friend started bragging about selling out to a

chain of clinics.

“He said there was no future for small physiotherapy practices,” Ms. Rus-

nak says. “That made me angry.
Three

members across Ontario

b cars later. Ms. Rusnak has found expression for her anger. She is
the force behind a marketing network of independent clinics called the Active
Physiotherapy Rehabilitation Group. Just a year old, it has signed up 51

and is poised to expand
into Western Canada.
“We were losing our
picce of the pie. We were
giving good treatment but
we were just too small,”
says Ms. Rusnak, a 34-
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year-old mother of four,
who dreams of expanding
to 150 clinics, including 80
in Ontario, within about
two years.

Active Physiotherapy
Rehabilitation Group, Toronto.
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Active. a company owned by Ms. Rusnak. does not
manage clinics — it leaves that to its members. It mar-
kets the group’s services to customers, such as employers
and insurance companies that rund benefits for injured
people. The Active label guarantees a predictable stan-
dard of treatment. no matter where the clinic is located

"It increases our confidence that there is some cons
teney.” says Peter Arnett, regional manager for Zurich
Insurance Co., who is responsible for administering acci-
dent benefit plans in Canada. “You know that if you're
in Thunder Bay. you'll get the same experience as in To-
ronto.”

For members, Active offers a compromise between
joining a chain and being on their own. It supplies pro-
motional material. market research (including focus
groups of insurance people). networking. and a sti'l-
evolving range of services. Customers and clinics can
dial a 1-800 number for information and referrals.

The price tag to join the network is a $2.000 initiation
fee, plus $500 monthly. “It’s worth every penny,” says
Laurie Kritzer, a clinic owner in Stratford Ont.. who be-
licves Active’s profile has drawn increased auto-accident
traffic to her clinic.

Ms. Rusnak also gets marks for timing. As hospitals
rein in their costs. more health services will be farmed
out to private firms. Private physiotherapy, in partic-
ular, seems poised for growth. In the wake of no-fault
insurance. Ontario has increased substantially the bene-
fits insurers must pay to accident victims.

But a number of other private plavers have already
staked out territory. Columbia Health Group, whose

Many clinics are financed by doc-
tors. which raises conflict-of-interest issues: Will doctors
direct patients to their own clinics? Will they prescribe
treatment that is unnecessarily drawn-out? Ms. Rusnak
sees perception as one of Active’s selling points: Its clin-
ics must be at least half-owned by physiotherapists.

Ms. Rusnak also argues that Active’s market research
will pay dividends. It shows. for example, that customers
want “time-limited treatment.” Active’s fees. therefore,
are heavily loaded on the front end — at the beginning.

865 per daily treatment; after 12 weeks, only $100 a
month. “We wanted to show we were confident about
treating people,” Ms. Rusnak says.

That payment schedule fits with the treatment phiios-
ophy: Put people back to work as quickly as possible. As
its name suggests, Active wants paucnls pamcxpalmg
early in therapy. rather than passively taking treatment.
Cost-conscious insurers like this approach. which is not
unique to Active

Ms. Rusnak has always had an entrepreneurial bent.
As a student at University of Western Ontario. she took
a management course that allowed her to research the
feasibility of private physiotherapy clinics

She now has two clinics on Toronto’s Bathurst Strect-
St. Clair Avenue intersection. One. on the ground floor.
operates under the Ontario Health Insurance Plan. Up-
stairs is Body Health. a private clinic that handles pa-
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Many small and medium-sized
businesses are preparing to spend
and hire, but they fall short of a re-
sounding vote of confidence in the
recovery. A survey of 1.600 clients
of term lender RoyNat Inc. shows
35 per cent plan to increase capital
investment in 1994, and 43 per cent
will maintain current levels. But 18
per cent will actually reduce capital
spending.

Thirty per cent expect full-time
staff to increase in 1994, but the

that staifing levels will remain the
same for the foreseeable future.
And 11 per cent plan more layoffs.

Many entreprencurs feel more
confident of their company’s abili-
ties as a result of managing through
the recession. Sixty-cight per cent
said their companics are more com-
petitive than in 1990.
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and can use a real boost to get them
fomg. acumen magazinge

Active
Physiotherapy
owner Brenda

network of 150
i
clinics across
Canada within
two years.
'BRYCE DUFFY
The Globe and Mazi;

tients funded through insurance benefits or out of their
pockets. She has a partner in the clinics, Kevin Hildreth.

Before launching Active. Ms. Rusnak spent a year re-
searching the market. competitors and potential mem-
bers. The $150.000 cost came from her practice’s profits.
She figured that if the network didn’t pan out. she could
use the fesearch to plot her own expansion of clinics.

She began approaching potential members in Novem-
ber. 1992. Candidates had to offer a minimum level of
exercise equipment and services. She carefully re-
searched reputations. Members are assigned prescribed
territories. based on a population of about 120.000.

One who signed up was Marcus Walser. a 31 year old
who opened his own clinic in Thunder Bay last Septem--
ber. “I've tripled my volumes over onginal projections.”
he says. He likes the information sharing with other
members. The group holds member conferences twice a
vear. and Ms. Rusnak keeps memos flowing.

Active employs five people and. in its first vear. col-
lected revenue of about $200.000: this vear. it should ex-
ceed $300.000. Ms. Rusnak predicts the network will
make its first profit in 1993 through new members and a
relaxation of heavy startup promotion.

Still. she is finding it a challenge to co-ordinate her ,
network of far-flung clinies and juggle a demanding fam-
ily life. Husband Terry Cassaday is a non-practicing law-
ver who now selis ergonomic chairs. Their chiidren are
aged six. five, three and one.

The voungest. daughter Kascha, was born about the
same time as the Active group. “She spent the first six
months of her life in this office.” Ms. Rusnak says.

At the moment, she is setting her sights outside Onta-
ro. She has linked up with un Edmonton physiotherapy
practice to pilot Active’s expansion in British Columbia.
Alberta and Saskatchewan

Longer term. Ms. Rusnak’s ambition 1s to build a
business that she can sell. “That's the idea of entrepre-
neurialismoisn'tit?”




