Podiatrist keeps feet on ground despite some high-profile clients
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The walls of the Weil Foot & Ankle Institute Ltd. Waiting room in Des Plaines are filled with signed photographs of famous football players, ballerinas, baseball stars and celebrities, all thanking Dr. Lowell Scott Weil Sr. for the wonders he’s worked on their feet.

Weil, who’s equal parts physician and entrepreneur, has treated the likes of Walter Payton, Michael Jordan and Frank Thomas in his 38 years as a podiatrist, but the lengthy collection of high profile names means less to him than the cookies. 

He says he knows he’s really helped someone when an everyday person  “brings me cookies to show their gratitude.  It shows that they really appreciate what you do for them.”  Weil figures he has treated more than 50,000 people.

The Weil Foot & Ankle Institute has grown from a small solo practice in Des Plaines in 1965 to a business with eight locations in the Chicago area ranging from Michigan Avenue to Lake Forest.  The business now has 12 doctors, including his son and daughter-in-law, and 57 employees, and brings in about $8 million a year.  About 700 patients are seen each week and 6,000 new patients are added each year.

The benefit of such a large group of doctors and locations, according to John Moroney, the Institute’s chief operating officer, is “the ability to be geographically located, to be easily accessible to customers throughout Chicagoland and suburbs with minimal travel time to out locations.”  Doctors are in most of the locations three to six days a week.  New locations are determined by where the largest concentration of patients are coming from.

“If we are starting to see a good customer base, then we would open an office to make it more convenient for out customers in that area to see one of our doctors.” Moroney said.  “Convenience has been key ever since Weil hired Moroney, also his son-in-law, away from his position as senior executive assistant manager for Hyatt Corp. two years ago.  Weil said he wanted a leader from the service industry to help his business learn how to “take care of people, not feet.”

Moroney said the process has involved training front desk personnel in customer relations, streamlining check in and check out procedures, and using technology “to make it easier for our customers to access the doctors.”  He said he wants to make sure the staff’s involvement with patients’ exceeds their expectations.”

Kenneth Czadzeck, a retired Navy veteran from Kenosha, Wis., who first came to the Des Plaines office for toe surgery two years ago, certainly was pleased.  “The staff is friendly.  The doctors talk to you, they don’t talk at you.  As far as I’m concerned, Dr. Weil is one of the best,” he said.    Czadzeck was so pleased that he said he has recommended it to others, including his wife and son, who has a problem with ingrown toenails that wasn’t resolved by another podiatrist.  Since treatment at the Institute, he said, the problem hasn’t recurred.

Anesthesiologist Marc Sloan, who has been working with the doctors for 15 years, sand Weil is “not satisfied with mediocrity” and this manifests itself in a high level of patient care “where the patient is the focus.”  Sloan said Weil seems to be tireless and whenever people suggest that he must be worn out the doctor’s response is “No, I really love what I do.”  

And Weil says he has since the beginning.  When he went to school to be a podiatrist, it was still a little studied or appreciated field, but the imaginative Weil uses this to his advantage.  He read every report about podiatry that he could get his hands on, and went out of his way to know the leaders in his profession.

When he opened his first office in 1965, he spread his name by volunteering to fix the feet of local high school football players, joining clubs, writing papers on gymnastics and ballet injuries, and working to gain a reputation with doctors who would refer their patients.

His break on the sports scene came when he treated the daughter of a Bears football player who introduced him to owner-coach George Halas.  They struck up a friendship and Weil became the podiatrist for the team, a position he held for 25 years.

Over time, he also served as team podiatrist for the Bulls and White Sox.  His reputation then spread to celebrities.  “He’s very hands on with his patients.  He never hesitates to stop and answer questions and return phone calls,” said Sam Bernero, a clinical manager at the Institute who has been with Weil for 12 years.  She said Weil expects all his employees to work his way, making for an “intense but rewarding” office environment.  Another key to success, according to Weil, has been investing in education and new technology.  “We invest in ourselves because it can deliver better medicine,” he said.  Weil encourages all his employees and doctors to go to seminars and read up on the latest advancements in podiatry.

Some of those advancements are coming from his family and the Institute itself.  Weil has developed and received patients on different implants for arthritic deformities.  He was recently named one of the “100 most influential people in podiatry” by Podiatry Today magazine.  

His son, Dr. Lowell Weil Jr. brought the newest piece of technology to the office in the form of sound wave therapy, which uses high frequency sound wave therapy, which uses high frequency sound waves to eliminate heel pain without invasive surgery.  Weil said his son has been asked by the Food and Drug Administration to study sound wave effectiveness on pain treatment in other areas of the body.

Weil Jr.’s wife, Dr. Wendy Benton-Weil, is also active in podiatry research.  She specializes in pediatric podiatry and has traveled to Central America on a volunteer basis to treat children with injuries and deformities who cannot afford medical care.  She said she likes working with family, especially because she knows that her co-workers really care about when they’re doing.  And, she feels the institute is progressing in its approach to podiatry.  “We’re never complacent.  We’re always on the edge with new technology,” she said.  “We travel internationally and speak and interact with many physicians.”

