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Fiscal Fitness 
TAKING THE NEXT STEP: 
HOW TO BUILD A REHAB NETWORK 

 
With the nation's 

largest rehab company in 
freefall, small rehab 
providers have a golden 
opportunity to expand 
their businesses.  

The financial map 
of the rehab is being 
redrawn in the wake of 
HealthSouth Corp.'s 
collapse (for the latest on 
the scandal, see page 53). 

Small providers have had it tough in recent years as 
the mega-rehab behemoths have gobbled up prac-
tices all over the country, but those behemoths don't 
look so imposing these days. Now's the time for 
smart owners of small rehab businesses to form 
their own networks, according to Paul Martin, 
president of Martin Acquisitions in Mt. Laurel, NJ. 

For a rehab owner who can attract enough 
capital and put together around 10 locations in three 
counties, it can turn into a highly successful busi-
ness, Martin says. "It's a huge opportunity." 

Jeff Hartline is a therapist and owner of 
Southeastern Physical Therapy, a group of four 
practices in Virginia Beach, VA. And Spectrum 
Therapy, a group of five practices in Charlottes-
ville, VA. According to Hartline, there are three 
ways to grow a rehab business: through acquisition, 
through start-ups and through physical therapy con-
tracts with hospitals.  

"You get the largest impact with the acquisi-
tion of other practices," Hartline declares. "A start-
up takes a while to ramp up. A hospital contract is 
good only so long as the contract is in place. With 
[the acquisition of] a private practice, you have in-
stant patients and instant referral sources." 

Of course, doing it right is the big If.  

It's easy to get a list of practices in a certain 
area, Hartline says. The hard part is finding the right 
ones to approach. The first challenge is to simply 
find people who are willing to sell. The next – and 
perhaps the most important – is meeting with the  

 

prospective seller and "seeing if they have a similar 
practice philosophy and a similar value system." 

That's important, Hartline says, because "we 
work with the former owners very closely. We're 
not interested in a practice where the owner wants 
to walk away the next day." 

It's important to ask non-business questions. 
"Do you get along? Does everyone like each other? 
That's important," Hartline asserts. "There needs to 
be a working relationship and a chemistry there. It's 
a very intimate process, sharing all the necessary 
information.  

 

Tips for building a successful network and 
avoiding the mistakes that prevent such a venture 
from taking off: 

 

1.Start with enough capital. You need to be 
able to weather downturns and delays in reim-
bursement, Martin counsels. "People always under-
estimate the cost," he warns.  

2. Know the payor community in your re-
gion. Be familiar with the issues: Is it difficult to get 
access to payors? What areas do you need to cover? 
Would they sign an exclusive contract with you? 

3. Prospect for practices you can acquire. 
Look for successful owners who are thinking of re-
tiring or are just tired of running their practices. 
Point out the advantages to them: You can relieve 
them of the hassles in billing, compliance and cod-
ing, and they can concentrate on providing therapy 
to patients.  

 4. Be prepared to spend enough time. Har-
tline says the entire process usually takes six to 
eight months, but it can take up to a year.  

 5. Set up the right systems and deliver on 
your promises.  

 6. Get a consultant to help you.  

 

 Tip #6 may be the most important, Martin 
asserts. He cites his own experience with growing a 
three-location, $2 million business into a 21-
location, $15 million one. "We spent $200,000 a  
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year in consulting services, " he recalls. "We never 
could have done it without that support." 

When do you get a consultant in on the 
process? "At the point where in the middle of the 
night you wake up and want to grow and develop a 
company. That's when you need to get a consultant 
involved, to get you started properly," Martin ad-
vises.  

 Don't go with just any consultant, Martin 
warns. "Look for someone who has been there, 
done that in your particular [area] or a closely re-
lated field," he counsels. "A consultant who has 
worked in other fields doesn't know how to enhance 
your business," he point out.  

 Success in acquiring business is all about 
doing the multitude of small things that will make it 
better, and someone who doesn't know rehab won't 
understand these nuances. Consultants who don't 
know the inner workings of rehab can "mess up" an 
otherwise good strategy, Martin observes.  

 It's particularly important to keep a good 
relationship with the former owner whom you have 
bought out. "If you make the [former] owner mad, 
that goodwill is gone," he emphasizes. "They got 
some money; they're not going to work hard for 
you."  

 


