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The Doctor Will See You Eventually
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Of all the problems with the U.S. health-care system, one of the most vexing for patients
is simply sitting in the doctor’s waiting room. Being ushered into the exam room, only to
be left shivering in a paper gown, to wait some more, adds to the aggravation. It’s the
health-care equivalent of being stuck on the tarmac in a crowded plane.
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Physicians rightly bristle that they aren’t serving french fries. Patients are different, and
their needs are unpredictable. What’s more, doctors say that fee-for-service medicine
with low reimbursement rates forces them to keep packing more patients into each day,
compounding the opportunity for delays.

"I live my life in seven-minute intervals,” says Laurie Green, a obstetrician-gynecologist
in San Francisco who delivers 400 to 500 babies a year and says she needs to bring in $70
every 15 minutes just to meet her office overhead.
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Some practices, like Dr. Green'’s, pride
themselves on running efficiently, and others
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Some steps to reduce patient wait times are as simple as leaving a few “catch-up” slots
empty each day or stocking the same supplies in the same place in every exam room.
"That way, doctors don't have to stick their heads out the door and ask where things are.
It saves a lot of time,” says L. Gordon Moore, a family physician and faculty member of
the Institute for Healthcare Improvement, a Cambridge, Mass.-based non-profit group
that advises medical practices.

Cutting waiting times is also part of the movement toward turning primary-care
practices into what reformers call "patient-centered medical homes.”

For now, patients themselves can minimize waits by asking for the first appointment of
the day or right after lunch, when doctors are least likely to be backed up.

Measures the health-care industry is trying or reviewing include:
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the American Academy of Family Physicians (AAFP) working to improve medical-
practice design.

Instead, the AAFP and other primary-care groups now urge practices to leave as much as
70% of their schedules open for same-day appointments. Patients with immediate
concerns are more likely to show up, on time, and stick to the point. "When patients
think they may not be back in for a few months, they have a tendency to say, ‘Can we also
talk about this other thing?’ so what should have been a 15-minute appointment ends up
to being 30,” Dr. McGeeney says.

Efficient offices also monitor their ebbs and flows in patient traffic and leave more slots
open, say, on Mondays and Fridays and during flu season.

Switching to open-access scheduling can take months of transition time, and some
doctors worry that appointment slots will go unfilled. "But the reality is you have the
same number of patients and the same number of problems,” says Dr. McGeeney. "And
over time, patients flow through the office much more quickly.”

Minimize office visits: Many follow-up doctor visits could easily be handled via phone,
email or video chat. But in the past, doctors had to have patients return to the office in
order to get reimbursed for their time and expertise. Now some insurers are beginning
to cover nontraditional visits, including phone consultations in some circumstances. "I
think we’ll even get to the point where we’ll have some of these visits by smartphone,”
says Douglas Wood, chairman of health-care policy and research at the Mayo Clinic in
Rochester, Minn.

Advance prep: Having patients complete registration forms, medication lists and other
paperwork in advance, via computer or mail, can also speed office visits considerably. So
does having a receptionist or nurse make sure that all necessary test results and records
have been received before the patient arrives.

Some pilot programs even let patients schedule their own visits via computer,
minimizing overbooking and making patients more aware of a doctor’s time constraints.
"Some patients say, 'Hey, it's getting close to 11:30. I better wrap it up,”” Dr. Moore says.

Huddling up: Some of the unpredictability practices face actually is predictable if
practices know their patients well.

"Here’s Mr. So and So. He’s in a 15-minute slot, but we know he’s a 45-minute guy,” says
Dr. Moore. "Or Mrs. Jones is bringing in a kid with a sore throat. But we know she always
brings in the other three.”

By reviewing the upcoming patient list several times a day, doctors and other staffers
can anticipate and plan around some delays.

Teamwork: Many primary-care physicians spend much of the day doing tasks that other
staffers could do, experts say. If the practice is big enough, nurse practitioners, medical
assistants and other "physician extenders” could handle many aspects of patient care
and cut waiting time, while the doctor is busy elsewhere. "In my office, everyone has a
flu shot before I even get in the room,” says Melissa Gerdes, a family physician in
Whitehouse, Texas, who was part of a TransforMED pilot project.

Cutting "cycle time”: In medical jargon, “cycle time” refers to the period from when a
patient first arrives at the office until departure. Many practices are making a point to
measure and reduce it. In Dr. Gerdes’s demonstration project, patients themselves were
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given clipboards to record each phase of the visit, from when they arrived at the office,
time in the waiting and exam rooms, time with the physician and time checking out. By
identifying bottlenecks, she and her colleagues were able to cut about 12 minutes from
the typical 40 minutes per hour.

"It did two things. It taught us how we were doing, but it also communicated to the
patients that we were serious about improving,” Dr. Gerdes says.

Keep patients informed: Simply keeping waiting patients informed about delays—and
giving them the option to reschedule—can also go along way. "It’s just like sitting on an
airplane—you want the pilot to tell you what's going on and what to expect,” says Roland
Goertz, president of the AAFP.

To that end, some practices now use automated programs to notify patients when
they’re behind schedule, even before patients get to the office. One Web-based tool,
called MedWaitTime, lets patients check how late the doctor is running, much like
airline passengers can get a flight-update. But it does require office staffers to manually
update the information.

How we doing? Experts urge practices to periodically survey their patients to find out
what they think about the office’s efficiency. A simple note card asking them to rate
aspects of the visit can yield some surprising insights.

A program called HowsYourHealth.org, designed by Dartmouth Medical School
professor John H. Wasson, provides a detailed online questionnaire for patients to
evaluate doctors’ practices and give more detailed information about their own that can
be integrated into the offices’ electronic-medical records. The system, which is free for
patients and $350 for practices, also allows doctors to compare their office scores with
national averages and share ideas with other practices.

"It's really a combination of common sense, mathematics and eliminating stupid
practices,” Dr. Wasson says.

—Email healthjournal@wsj.com.
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