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Make Your  
Appointments Stick
How to keep client cancellations to a minimum
by Irene Diamond

You begin your day with a full load of clients, but 
same-day cancellations and appointment changes can 
destroy your schedule. At the end of the year, these 
snafus could equate to hundreds, if not thousands, of 
lost dollars. Don’t let it happen!

One of the most frustrating things for any esthetician is thinking 
an appointment is secure, only to have the client cancel. Or, just as your 
appointment book is starting to fill up, the phone starts ringing with clients 
requesting to move sessions to another time, or reduce the scheduled length 
of a session. Even one lost appointment a week can dramatically affect your 
income. Just as important, when clients don’t show, it can play havoc with 
the clinical results for which you are aiming. This, in turn, may affect their 
satisfaction with your work and ultimately whether or not they continue to 
see you or refer others to you.

This is an aspect of your practice that you need to take control of, 
rather than letting clients run the show. If clients are moving appointments 
or cancelling on you at the last minute, you have not yet perfected your 
cancellation elimination program.

What You Call Your Policy
The first step in creating an effective cancellation elimination program 
is to always refer to your policy as a “Rescheduling Policy” rather than a 
“Cancellation Policy.” This plants the seed in your client’s mind that it is 
assumed she is not cancelling altogether.

Facial 
at 10 am

http://www.skincareprofessionals.com
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5 Steps to Minimize Cancellations
While cancellations will always happen, here are five steps to 
keep them to a minimum.

1. DETERMINE THE NEED
To help make an appointment stick, you and 
the client both need to be clear on why she is 
coming in to see you. Discuss this in person, 
over the phone, or by email. Zero in on the 
condition or concern she is looking to remedy. 
Once you’ve nailed down the exact reason 
for the visit, you will have a much easier time 
advising her on the frequency and number of 
visits you think would be best.

2. DISCUSS THE SESSION ADVANTAGES
Be specific and paint a clear picture of the 
improvements you feel confident you can 
provide in the next session, or over a series of 
planned sessions.

3. SET AND CONFIRM MULTIPLE 
APPOINTMENTS AT ONCE
When you and the client have agreed on an 
ongoing treatment plan, it is best to book at 
least the next two appointments, rather than 
just booking single sessions as you go.

4. GATHER CREDIT CARD INFO
By asking for a credit card number to hold 
the reservation, you let clients know of the 
expected charges for the next session.

5. CONFIRM YOUR  
RESCHEDULING POLICY
Determine how much notice you need if a client 
wants to change her appointment. This is called 
your rescheduling window. Most spas use a 24-
hour window.

Then discuss the fee you will charge if your 
client reschedules too close to an appointment. 
(This is the most critical part of avoiding 
no-shows and cancellations.) Once you have 
a client who books an appointment with you, 
you absolutely must inform the client of this policy each and 
every time she schedules. Here is a sample script you can 
use: “Please remember I have a 24-hour rescheduling policy, 
so if you decide this time won’t work for you, please be sure 

to let me know at least 24 hours before your appointment. I 
would hate to have to charge you for a full session even if you 
won’t be using it. Does this work for you?” Once clients say, 
“Yes, it works for me,” they have confirmed they know your 
rescheduling policy and will pay for the session should they 
need/want to change their appointment.

Once the appointment is scheduled, give the client a 
reminder call 24–48 hours in advance (at the very least call 
prior to your rescheduling window). The words you use 
are important: “Hi Jane, I am calling to remind you of your 
appointment with me for Wednesday, January 9, at 3:00 p.m. I 
am holding one hour for your session so we can work on your 
hyperpigmentation. I’ll also do a head and shoulder massage 
to help you with the stress from your new job. I look forward 
to helping you. See you Wednesday!” Please notice I didn’t add 
anything like, “If this time doesn’t work, let me know.”

It is extremely important you remind clients why they are 
coming in to see you and the benefits they stand to receive. 
When they can visualize the results, they’ll be much less 
likely to cancel. However, if you are not speaking directly 
to the client when making your reminder call, be respectful 
of privacy and do not mention specific skin conditions in a 
voicemail.

Create Your Rescheduling Policy
There are many different factors to determine the right 
cancellation/rescheduling policy for your practice. Some 
questions to ask yourself include:
1.  Do you work alone or with others? Decide how much 

notice you need or want to be able to accommodate the 
requests.

2.  Based on your clients’ lifestyle, what window of time is 
reasonable? If you have many clients with small children, or 
whose jobs have uncertain schedules, your window might 
need to be a little more flexible.

3.  Determine what your exceptions to the policy will be: sick 
clients (or their sick children), a death in the family, etc. 
Always use your best judgment. For example, I have a client 
who runs a disaster-relief unit—it would be completely 
absurd for me to require him to give 24 hours’ notice of that 
type of emergency, so I trust him. If you have a first-time 
client who has a reason to reschedule, I suggest you waive 
the full fee. But—this is key—be sure to let her know you 
are waiving the reschedule fee. Say, “Mary, you are calling 
within my 24-hour rescheduling window, but I’ll go ahead 
and waive the fee for you since this is your first time with 
me. Please keep this 24-hour window in mind in the future 
because I will need to charge you next time.” 
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How to Bill Clients for Missed Appointments
I suggest estheticians always take a credit card from new 
clients to confirm the appointment. If you are not set up to 
accept credit cards, you can still easily bill clients’ credit cards 
through online sources such as Square or PayPal. Be very 
specific about your cancellation procedure in advance and 
have clients verbally agree that they will be obligated to pay 
you for any missed appointment.

Every time you book (or rebook) a client, you need to 
reiterate your rescheduling policy. Even if she is calling to 
book at the last minute and will be there within the hour, 
you’ll want to say, “Karen, I know you are leaving your office 
now to come down to see me, and just as a reminder, we 
are within my rescheduling window, so this is a confirmed 
appointment, right?” By saying these words, she is more 
committed to you and much less likely to call you in a few 
minutes and say she changed her mind.

Once you have a credit card on file, if the client does 
not show or changes appointments within the rescheduling 
window, it is understood you will put the charge on the credit 
card. The key here is to be sure clients know your policy. It is 
unfair to charge a client for something she didn’t know she 
was responsible for.

Some clients will not want to give a credit card in 
advance. In this case, I suggest you say appointments without 
a credit card in advance are tentative only; if someone else 
calls wanting that time slot, and is able to confirm it with 
a credit card, you will give the time slot to that person. If 
that happens, the tentative client is called to let her know a 
confirmed client has taken the appointment time. In the few 
cases at my wellness center where a client did not want to 
give a credit card, I felt we did not lose out on anything; these 
usually aren’t committed clients.

Rescheduling Details
Rescheduling to come in earlier than the planned 
appointment is different. If a client wants to get in earlier�and 
you can do it—of course do it, and gently let her know you 
are making an exception to your rescheduling policy. By 
seeing the client earlier, it frees up your later appointment 
time for another client.

If a client asks to shorten a planned appointment from 90 
minutes to one hour, keep in mind it is the same as cancelling 
30 minutes. Don’t let her slide on this. Practice saying this in 
advance, as it’s not easy to say but important to do: “Thank 
you for calling. I’ve reserved the full 90-minute appointment 
time for you, and of course I can shorten your appointment 
length, but since we are within my rescheduling window, 
and since I did not book someone else in your time and am 
holding it for you, I will still need to charge you for the full 
90-minute session.”

Yikes! Yes, it is possible to say this with a calm voice, 
integrity, and consideration for your client. Yes, it’s scary,  
and yes, she might not like it, but as long as she knew your 
policy when booking the session, you are simply enforcing 
your own rules.

It’s important to create and state your cancellation/
rescheduling policies in advance, both to inform veteran clients 
of your new guidelines and to make sure new clients are fully 
aware of the consequences of cancelling. By having a policy in 
place, you are establishing expectations and creating a safety 
net to ensure you are in charge of your schedule. 

Irene Diamond is an educator, public speaker, and business coach 
who enjoys enlightening fitness trainers, massage therapists, 
and other “therapreneurs.” Reach her at www.facebook.com/
therapysuccess or www.successfulmassagetherapist.com.
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