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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 How to “Step Up” Assistant Efficiency
“Efficiency…. finding a new approach, in the most productive way, in the least amount of time; a concept built by proficiency and organization, with innovation…the architect.”

That’s my personal concept of efficiency in a nutshell with the idea being how best to get from Point A to Point B and reach a desired outcome.  Now, let me put it into real life and illustrate how it can affect your practice.  Most times when you give staff a job to do, unless directed otherwise, they are inclined (sometimes strongly encouraged) to do it exactly the way they are taught, which by the way may not always be the most effective.  Sticking to this one-way method, while considered “workable,” closes off doors of opportunities for change and leads to stagnation on many levels, for the assistant (personally and professionally) and for the practice.   It is only after staff is given permission to actually take control of their job and “own” it, that they are motivated to develop new methods that will not only result in the same outcome (maybe even a better one)…but quicker and with greater satisfaction.  It’s called job challenge.  Self-determination allows them to become the architect of an all new improved way, through careful re-organization and innovative strategies.  I might suggest that rather than observe efficiency from the perspective of “what can my assistants do to be more productive for me?” it becomes all the more valuable to ask instead “what can I do that will give my assistants the necessary space to allow them to be their most productive?”  

What’s key is understanding that everyone has their own little unique way of arriving at the desired outcome with the emphasis not so much on how we arrive there, but that we ultimately arrive.  In my presentations, I try to drive this point home by displaying on the screen a number of illusions.  Each of these visuals can be viewed one of two ways.  As in this illustration below, one person may clearly see a duck at first glance (looking left) while another may see a rabbit (looking right.)  Who’s wrong?  Neither.  It’s not a question of “right” or “wrong” - it simply becomes a matter of “perspective.”  So, just as the same visual can be seen two different ways, so can two people see different ways to arrive at the a similar outcome.  
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· Make the time to properly train your assistant to where you can delegate more hands-on responsibility which in turn will help to free up more quality patient time for you.  Delegating a minute here and a minute there adds up and before you know it, the possibility of seeing one patient more per hour exists.  There are many duties you can delegate such as reviewing instructions with the patients for a number of things e.g., prescriptions, pre or post op care, orthotic wear and care, getting injections, casting for orthotics, how to wear a pneumatic boot, injury care, etc.  Encourage assistants to make suggestions of other areas that they feel they could help and together discuss the possibilities of making that happen.  Keep in mind that allowing your assistants to participate and contribute in this way not only frees up more of your time, but also relates to your assistant a feeling of trust while elevating their professional image to your patients.  It’s a win-win all the way around.

· Review with assistants the proper way to respond to patient questions, such as “Why do you need to take all this information regarding my medical background?” or “Why should I have the doctor make these orthotics for me, when I can get them cheaper at the sports store down the street?”  Together, develop a canned speech response which will address patient concerns, but make sure it is rehearsed in such a way that the assistant can deliver the response as naturally as their own name.

· Encourage assistants to develop whatever new forms are necessary to help them better organize the office. One example might be a form which clearly directs them through certain processes such as obtaining patient insurance verification or a surgery check list to verify contacts and make sure everything is ready to go come the day of surgery.  

· Allow assistants to develop their own pattern in which to organize patient charts, so that everyone knows immediately when opening a chart where to find what.  For example, one side might contain all medical information, while the other side all billing info.  Because patients seem to always be changing their health insurance, we “mark” the newest copy of their insurance card with a neon-colored sticky note folded over one side.  When we open the chart, we don’t need to flip through all the sheets to find their card, we all know it’s the one that sticks out with the neon note attached to it.  

· Have a referenced list of “most used” prescriptions handy, so that assistants can write them up for you as they hear you discussing treatment plans with the patient.  

· Make it a point to have assistants review all patient charts prior to beginning the day.  Stopping to request a lost test result or failure to contact a patient whose referral is not up to date can severely interrupt patient flow.  Knowing what the day holds (patient-wise) will allow everyone to better plan their day.

· Encourage assistants to ergonomically and effectively re-arrange their office space to where things are more convenient and comfortable for them…e.g., have the things they use most often, such as the copy machine or the shredder placed in close proximity to their desk.  Arrange things so that they are within easy reach and always find ways to save steps whenever possible!  

· Encourage them to make folders for items that they use on a daily basis; label them however they wish and place them where they are easily accessible.  This keeps loose paperwork off the desk and organized.  I use color coded folders and place them in a graduated file holder on top of my desk for easy viewing.  

· Save time when a new patient presents to your office by mailing them a registration form ahead of time to fill out at home.  (We’ve even incorporated an address label right into the form itself, so when we fold it up to mail it, the patients name and address is visible.)  Now, in addition to being able to see this patient on time (instead of waiting for them to fill it out in the reception room), it also allows them to provide a more concise list of their meds, certain telephone numbers they might not have with them and it gives the older patient the ability to have someone at home help them fill it out.

· Keep a dated telephone log to record all incoming and outgoing telephone messages.  This also serves as a reminder to document things patients say to you, a reference for phone numbers not yet recorded and it keeps all messages together, eliminating the clutter of scattered post-it notes.

I know many doctors who are afraid to “let go” and delegate duties and responsibilities to their assistants.  They ask me, “Why should I do that?  Why should I give my assistant so much leeway?  What’s in it for me?!” My best response to them is a quote I heard recently, and have since used it to conclude every one of my lectures because I so strongly believe it to be true on so many levels:

"Hire the best.

Pay them fairly.

Communicate frequently.

Provide challenge and rewards.

Believe in them.

Get out of their way….

And they will knock your socks off!”

That’s what’s in it for you!
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