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Improving Your Office Efficiency

No matter how efficient you are as a physician or no matter how “high-tech” your office has become, your patients spend a significant amount of time in your waiting room.   

According to the American Medical Association, patients will spend an average of 19 minutes waiting for their appointments. Among specialty clinics, the average waiting time rises to 25 minutes. 

In a recent U.S. News and World Report article the problem was summarizes as follows:

“There's a lot to dislike about going to the doctor these days. It starts with the phone call and plodding through the impersonal "push one, push two" of the automated answering system. Then the waiting starts; waiting weeks for an appointment, waiting in the waiting room, waiting in the examining room, wrapped in a paper gown and reading a four-year-old magazine. All that for a typical 10 minutes of face time with the doctor, who really seems as if he's trying to listen but is so obviously anxious to get to the next patient…”
What is it like to sit in your waiting room? How would your patients describe their waiting experience? If the answer is “painful”, “boring”, or if it reminds them of a stint in the local jail, you may need to make some adjustments.

Is your waiting room helping your business or hurting your business? If you don’t think it matters, think again. Your office, including your waiting room, represents you. If it is dirty, disorganized, and unkempt, your patients will notice and they likely won’t be too excited to come back.

So, the question is two fold.

· How can I reduce patient wait time?

· How can I make the most of the inevitable amount of time my patients will spend in the waiting room?

The first thing you and your staff need to determine is how long your patients are waiting to see you.  Once you have this data, then you can track it, monitor it and implement change.

There are plenty of ways to determine wait time, but the best approach is to develop a time sheet (3X5 card) to place on the chart with the following information. 

· Registration time (check in time)

· Patient in: (the time in which the patient is brought back to the treatment room)

· Physician in (time in which the doctor enters the treatment room)

· Patient out (patient check out time)

The key point of this exercise is to obviously pinpoint areas of tie-ups and inefficiencies in your office, but finding the solution of how to fix the problem can take some effort.

For some offices, bottlenecks may occur in the registration process. While many recommend establishing a sophisticated pre-registration process to gather as much information before the first patient visit, many offices have staffing restraints that make it difficult to gather this information. Certainly, the more information that can be gathered prior to a new patient registering at the front desk, the less time patients have to wait.

Another solution that can help your registration process and also facilitate better flow is implementing a technique called “co-production”. This concept allows the new patient to not only fill out their medical history while waiting, but also allows patients to write down what they want to discuss with the doctor.  Furthermore, for those talkative patients that have 20 different problems, this process can help them categorize their complaints in order of importance. 

Providing this avenue for patients to write down their concerns and complaints helps the patient to be more organized, less nervous, and it gives them something to do while waiting.

Another mistake that is typical in the office setting is the idea that patients prefer to wait in the treatment room as opposed to the waiting room. 

Studies and experience have shown that this concept is not true.  Patients typically have more to do to keep them occupied in the waiting room as opposed to the treatment room. That is unless your waiting room is four blank white walls with ancient magazines. Furthermore, having someone occupying space that could be used for something else is inefficient. 

Overall, moving patients from the waiting area to an exam room is not a solution that reducing the overall patient cycle time. 

Recognizing your office inefficiencies is critical to enhancing your business and overall patient experience. 

Having an excessively long walk from your X-ray unit to your treatment room can create inefficiency.  Taking the time to evaluate and isolate slow areas is critical. Lastly, don’t be surprised if you (as the physician) are the problem when it comes to long wait times and inefficiencies. Be careful not to lose track of time in the patient room, and watch your time on those long phone calls from the hospital. If you are the problem, be an example to your staff and take measures to improve.

Here a few final points of consideration in order to reduce your patient’s wait time.

· Prepare a flow chart of every step along the way in which your patient enters and exits. Educate your staff to deal with potential delays and pit falls that may slow the process down.

· Identify physical or operational constraints. Either fix them or upgrade.

· Make sure staff know their specific duties and hold them accountable for those duties.

· Anticipate patient needs before, during and after they leave your office. Task allocate and perform regular audits of performance.

· Make sure you and your staff determine what tasks should NOT be performed during the patient visit. Anything that can wait or be done at a later time should not be done during the patient cycle. Focus on patient care and satisfaction.

· See more patients a day and limit patient wait by focusing all of your staff resources on care delivery.

Making the Waiting Room Your Friend

No, this discussion is not about picking the right wall paper for your waiting room or having the right magazine subscriptions. It is about maximizing your office space while giving your patients the materials and information to learn more about you and who you are.

Before getting into the business aspect of your waiting room, consider putting something on your walls that your patients will appreciate or enjoy looking at for 20 minutes. Blank walls or obtuse, bland colors will drive your patients insane before they even get in to see you. For example, my entire waiting area is covered with movie posters from my favorite movies. They are colorful, unique, and they always generate conversation. Consider prints from a local artist or display your collection of exotic fish (in an aquarium).

Another idea to consider is displaying your accomplishments on the walls. Degrees, new paper articles, plaques, awards, or a picture of that time you met Elvis. Put something in your waiting room that shows your taste and character. Having something in your waiting room interesting to look at passes the time and makes the patient feel more at ease about you. 

Now, with décor discussions aside, a few recommendations to turn your waiting room into a patient friendly zone.

First and foremost, if you participate in the Medicare Diabetic Shoe program, your waiting room is the perfect place to display your shoes.  Place a cabinet or a display shelf in your waiting room with a sample of every shoe you offer. Encourage your patients to pick them up and look at them. In addition to displaying your shoes, place information about how they can be evaluated for eligibility. 

Make up a sign or display that explains why diabetic shoes help reduce the pressure and ulceration along with a flyer that patients can take home to other family members. 

Another item that should be available to your patients in your waiting room is a binder of your diabetic shoes. Patients can look through the binder while they wait and even choose the style they like the best. 

Make sure that if you are going to display your shoes in the waiting room that you ACUTALLY HAVE SHOES WORTH LOOKING AT. If all of your diabetic shoes are of the Frankenstein variety you may not want to show them.  Although much more could be said about this topic, be sure to offer a variety of different shoes through your diabetic program. Carry an attractive walking shoe along with a women’s shoe that a women would actually consider wearing!

Make your waiting room a place to shop.

Creating a space in your waiting room to display products that they can purchase out of pocket will accomplish several things.

· It gives patients something to do and look at while waiting

· It provides you an opportunity to increase your profit margin while providing a service to your patients

· It will keep your patients from having to limp through Wal-Mart looking for what you told them get.

· It provides your patients a chance to purchase items otherwise impossible to find in the stores (Silipos, Gordon Lab products)

You don’t need a lot of space or a huge assortment of products to make this work. All you need is a few products to start with along with either a display case or simply make up another binder with full page displays of all of your products. 

Whether you use a binder with color pictures of your products or a display case, you are providing your patients something to do while they wait. 

Finally, take advantage of the time your patients have in your waiting room to tell them about what you do best in your practice. If you make a great orthotic, have a full display in your waiting room with pictures and examples of your handiwork. 

If you specialize in diabetic foot care, have plenty of materials in your lobby (either on the walls or in a binder or tri-fold) to let patients know what you do best. 

If you have physical therapy in your office or if you utilize new technology (ultrasound, anodyne) let your patient’s know about it by a display or a handout that they can look at while waiting.

The bottom line is making your patients feel at home in an environment that allows them to be active doing something. This eases tension, makes time go by quicker, and lets your patient learn more about your practice. Furthermore, with in office dispensing, your patient’s wait may become your gain. 

The following are some final considerations for making your waiting room your friend.

· Never put a clock up in your waiting room. Time will crawl if your patients are watching the clock. 

· Have something for kids to do while waiting. Put a toy chest in your waiting room along with children’s books.

· A television is always a good idea as long as you keep it on an ecumenical station. Having MTV on may not be a good idea if you have an older patient population.

· Group your seating in a way that will stimulate conversation – time flies when you are having fun

· Comfort will make all the difference in the world (good room temperature, comfortable seating, nice lighting)- An uncomfortable patient will be an impatient patient

· You know what they say about first impressions. Always be aware that one long wait or one bad experience can serve as a lasting negative impression for a new patient.  

· Patients LOVE to find out more about their condition.  Putting educational literature in your waiting room lets them be active in their treatment and it also helps them ask the right questions in the exam room.
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