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Guide for Managers: Speeding Clinic Flow
Who Should Use This Toolkit

Health centers with slow clinic flow, and especially those that are booked out more than two days for appointments.

Background

Long waits in the clinic are the most common patient complaint in health care, and a problem few health centers have completely solved. Long waits can hurt patient satisfaction, staff satisfaction, productivity and revenue, and make it more difficult to address the problems that cause bottlenecks in the first place.  In this toolbox we provide a guide to speed clinic flow using a “Flow Facilitator,” as well as tools to conduct a time study, either simple or detailed, to measure your progress in improving flow.
A Flow Facilitator is a role played by a staff person during busy clinic times – someone who functions something like a traffic director.  Most health center staff members will tell you they manage flow collectively as they go about their regular jobs.  What is different about a Flow Facilitator is that it is a dedicated role.  It is usually a coordinator or manager-level staff person who sets aside her regular job while she plays the role of Flow Facilitator, usually during the clinic’s busiest hours.  The main functions of the role include:
· facilitating communication between front and back staff

· monitoring charts and prioritizing the order in which patients are seen.

· Lending assistance when the systems are backed up and…

· Communicating with clients about available services and expected wait times.  Any problems are then communicated to staff.

The most obvious benefit of using a Flow Facilitator is shorter wait times for clients.  But centers that use a Flow Facilitator emphasize the benefits for staff, who feel much less stressed in a smoothly running clinic, and for the bottom line.  When clinics run smoothly, more patients can be seen with the same number of staff.  So you may be able to squeeze in more drop-in visits, or increase the number of patients you book per hour. Even when there is not a large enough patient demand to fit more patients into the day, you may have the opportunity to reduce staff hours, and see the same number of patients with fewer staff and therefore lower costs.
In this Toolbox

· Video: Flow Facilititation

· Guide for Managers: Flow Facilitation
· PowerPoint Presentation: Flow Facilitation
· Flow Facilitator Job Description
· Simple Time Study Tools
· Survey form with instructions
· Spreadsheet for data entry
· Formal Time Study tools (adapted from tools developed at Planned Parenthood Golden Gate)
· Instructions
· Tracking Form
· Sample Data Entry
· Sample Report
How to Use This Toolbox

The video, PowerPoint and handout in this toolbox can be used within a clinic staff meeting, either all together or as individual parts.  The total time required for these presentations and discussion is about one hour – however, gathering and analyzing data through the survey tool provided will take additional time before and after you begin using a Flow Faciliator.  You will need an LCD projector to show the video and PowerPoint presentations to the group.  The time study tools are to be used before the training, and again sometime afterward.  Here is a recommended sequence:
1. Before training or implementing a Flow Facilitator, conduct a simple time study using the form provided in this toolkit.  Follow instructions carefully that follow the survey in the same electronic document.  You will need at least 120 surveys to get a decent sample; more is better.   Enter the data in a spreadsheet so that you can calculate the average length of visits.  Be prepared to present findings to staff.
2. Select one or more staff people to perform the role of Flow Facilitator.  Decide if you will speak with them and announce their assignment before the staff meeting (next step), in the meeting or afterward.

3. Use a staff meeting to hold a one-hour training on Flow Facilitation.  Share the findings from the client survey.  Have the clinic manager present the new initiative, and work to get total staff buy-in.
4. Show the Video: “Speeding Clinic Flow.”  After the video, allow time for questions and answers, and a discussion of how your site is the same and different from the site profiled.
5. Show the Powerpoint Presentation: Flow Facilitation.  Afterward, discuss how your center can begin to use a Flow Facilitator, and be prepared to begin immediately.
6. Give Flow Facilitation a trial run for at least two weeks.  It doesn’t have to be during all clinic hours, just the busiest times.  
7. When your Flow Facilitator has been working for about two weeks and feels comfortable in the role, run the client survey a second time.  Enter the data to see how you are doing.
8. Gather data to compare charges or revnue, before and after implementing Flow Facilitation.
9. Track patient volume over the same period of time.  Depending on the backed up demand for services, you may be able to accommodate more clients now with the same amount of staff.
10. Present before and after numbers to the staff at their staff meeting, and discuss how you will refine the role of Flow Facilitator and change systems in the clinic to make it run better.  Keep this initiative moving forward and check in monthly.  
When to Use a Formal Time Study
A formal time study is a more time-intensive method of identifying problems, and can be used instead of a simple time study for a more detailed analysis of where bottlenecks occur.  A formal time study can also be used after Flow Facilitation has been tried, but processes are still getting bogged down.  Formal time study tools are included in this toolkit.
In a formal time study, staff logs the time at each of many steps throughout a patient’s visit, and collects this data for a full week or more.  You can collect data for just one type of visit, several types of visits, or all visits.  You may want to start by focusing a service that you feel is unusually slow.  Data is entered in a spreadsheet, enabling you to view the duration of each step of a certain type of visit.  By sorting the data according to visit type, or time of day, or chronologically, you can compare how long different steps are taking across visits, and this can help you identify bottlenecks.  
A formal time study helps you see problems, but does not, by itself, solve any problems. The best source of solutions is clinic staff – staff who have looked for themselves at the time study findings, and worked as a team to clear up trouble spots that are identified.   
