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So You Want To Be a Medical Practice Manager?

Introduction

The following notes are written to answer the many questions we receive from people who want to know more about the role of the Practice Manager (PM), or who want to get into practice management as a career.

In preparing these brief notes we have drawn on many years experience both as an NHS Manager and for the last ten years working extensively with general practice, especially in the field of Practice Manager recruitment where we are actively involved.  Whether you are in the business already or hope to get into the business, we hope you find them useful!

Background To The Emergence Of The Role of PM

Practice Management first began to emerge in the late 1970s as a role in itself as many practices began to employ more than just a receptionist or two  (e.g. Practice Nurses), needed to be more organised and financially efficient and were having to have the expertise to invest in new surgery buildings; the complexities of some of the larger practices in particular led to greater focus on the management function.  Until then practices had managed simply by having a range of receptionist/secretarial support, perhaps a senior secretarial role, or perhaps some input from a GP’s wife.

Through the 1980s more practices began to identify practice management as an important role and a small number of practices even appointed people from outside the practice although most continued to promote from within.  During this period many practices saw other practices using the title “Practice Manager” for their new or existing manager and felt that it would be helpful if they did that to improve the status of their own “senior secretary”.  There were still many practices without a Practice Manager.

At the beginning of the 1990s, GPs had a new contract and fundholding emerged as part of the then NHS reforms with the introduction of the Internal Market in Health Care. Many practices began to introduce managers with a range of financial and business skills, either to be the fundholding manager or to embrace the traditional PM role with the new role in fundholding.  This period saw a distinct increase in the number of managers coming in practices with business skills.  As the late 1990s approached and fundholding was abolished under the incoming Labour government, many of these managers were made redundant.

The Role And Principal Responsibilities Of The PM

Different practices see different roles and authority for their manager.  Some managers are more administrative than managerial. The authority vested in the manager depends in part on the history and experience of the practice, the confidence they have in the person, the extent to which individual partners want to be involved in the management role and whether the practice are prepared to “let go” of the management role.  Interestingly – in terms of the role - often it is the case that individual partners in one practice see different roles for the manager and unless this has been ironed out, it can be a problem for the incoming manager!  

In the larger practice - say four partners and upwards - the practice may define the Manager’s role as something like this: -

“Ensuring that all the non-clinical aspects of the practice are managed so that the partners are free to concentrate on clinical issues”.  This means: -

· Managing and motivating the people 

· Building a team atmosphere

· Managing the finances and improving profitability

· Managing the resource, buildings, computers and equipment

· Looking at the longer term vision for the practice

· Managing change

Individual Managers either take or are given different degrees of authority to manage the practice against the above specification and you should be clear if you are appointed, on the degree of authority you would be given.  

The different roles a Manager might fulfil in a practice are usefully described in the proposed new contract for general practice, Appendix C, and range  from “Administrative” at one end of the continuum to “Strategic” at the other.  Appendix C can be downloaded from the NHS Confederation website at http://www.nhsconfed.org/docs/annex_c_competency_framework.doc 

Many managers in the “Strategic” category are proactive leaders, change agents and forward thinkers (Chief Operating Officer as sometimes described). Those in the “Administrative” category (whether by personal choice, or by employer wishes, or a combination of both) are more like administrative assistants. There are very many who fall somewhere in-between. 


The broad range of responsibilities that you might see within a job description could look like this: -

Help Establish A Strategic Vision For The Practice

· Agree practice objectives 

· Obtain necessary resources

· Measure performance against objectives

Practice Finances

· Overall responsibility for financial issues 

· Have some knowledge of partnership taxation and revenue matters, 

· Maximise practice NHS and private income and minimise expenditure

· Prepare an annual budget and monitor income against expenditure

· Prepare accounts to present to partners at regular business meetings

· Manage payroll/PAYE/NIC/NHS pension scheme/ petty cash

Manage Practice Staff

· Ensure compliance with employment legislation

· Recruit practice staff and ensure development and appraisal

· Management of disciplinary and grievance procedures

· Encourage team working and team development

· Help set individual and team objectives

Manage Practice Premises and Physical Resources

· Ensure maximum reimbursement of Rent and rates on the premises

· Implementation of H&S Policy and compliance with statutory requirements

· Proper maintenance of premises and equipment insurance and security

· Stock control and ordering of supplies

Manage Information/IT and Communications

· Maximise the use of IT systems

· Plan procurement of additional technology/equipment to meet identified needs

· Develop and maintain effective external and internal communications systems 

· Draft policies and procedures for the effective running of the practice information systems including compliance with Data Protection legislation

· Attend practice meetings and other relevant meetings and producing agendas and minutes and ensuring subsequent action

· Network with colleagues from other practices and from the PCT locality

Manage and Improve Patient Services

· Monitor patient satisfaction and respond to complaints – the nominated complaints officer 

· Support the process of clinical governance

Different Titles – Is This Important?

By far the most common title for this position is that of Practice Manager.  But a few practices do often try to differentiate the role from that which has – some people feel – been devalued by incorrect usage.  Some other titles include: -

· Business Manager

· Executive Director

· General Manager

· Chief Executive 

· Managing Partner

Current Routes Into Practice Management

The traditional route to Practice Manager has been promotion “through the ranks” from secretary or receptionist.  But the routes now into practice management, certainly for the larger practices, are almost exclusively by appointment from outside the service. In our own PM recruitment work we see many appointments come from the banking or financial services sector, retail and the armed services; many of these are making a second career after early retirement or as a result of organisational change. Internal promotion certainly continues but is on the decline and much more likely to be seen in the small practice.

Historically managers in the NHS had rarely seen practice management as a career option.  Practice Managers did not have access to the NHS pension scheme until 1997 and to leave mainstream NHS management meant losing access to a pension.  Nowadays it is seen as more professional and it is possible for a few managers to build a career in primary care management.
Where Should You Look For Vacancies?

· Without doubt the most usual place to look for a vacancy is in the local newspapers and it is a rather sad fact that they are often not well portrayed – look carefully! 

· Vacancies are also made available on our website – www.firstpracticemanagement.co.uk

· Vacancies are advertised in a magazine called “Practice Management”. The annual subscription is £38 per annum and it is published monthly. For subscription enquiries telephone 01752 312140. 

· A few practices might view the Internet websites such as monster or totaljobs – you might think of registering your interest there

How Might You Market Yourself?

· Think about getting the names and addresses of practices in your area and send your CV to them and say what you are looking for. 

· Consider going to see someone at your local Primary Care Trust and explain what you are looking for and see if they could point you in the right direction.  

· Find a friendly local Practice Manager and ask their advice.  

What Salary Might You Expect?

The salary levels for Managers do vary considerably depending on: -

· The role and authority envisaged for the person

· The size of the practice 

· The geographical area in which it is based

· The profitability of the practice

· The extent to which partners may be prepared to contribute to your salary from their own pockets!

It is a fact that nationally salaries range from around £18,000 for the smaller practice through to £60,000 at the other end.  The mode is around £30-£35,000 for a practice of 10,000 patients “somewhere in the Midlands”.  But we stress the rate can vary considerably and there is no national recognised salary scale.

First Practice Management carry out a Practice Manager Salary Survey and the current results nationally or by region can be found on the FPM website. 
What Other Terms And Conditions Could You Expect?

· Performance related pay – only very occasionally
· Holiday - 20/25 days, occasionally 30 to 33 days, plus bank holidays

· Pension scheme – Surgery staff are allowed to join the NHS pension scheme, one of the best pension schemes around, even though your employer is outside the NHS

· Security of tenure – very good if you do a decent job

What Experience, Skills and Qualifications Should You Have?

Experience

Most practices that we recruit for are looking for someone to have experience in

· Managing People

· Finance and bookkeeping knowledge

· Working in a computer environment

· Managing Change

Experience of the NHS or of practice management can be an advantage but is not essential.

Anyone looking to enter this role needs to bring management experience in these areas. Additionally practices are looking for someone to be able to lead the partnership through problems and challenges associated with change, and you really need someone with confidence and charisma to be able to do this.

Skills

Have a look at this list: -

· Delegation

· IT skills

· Chairmanship/meetings organisation

· Managing “upwards” (the partners)

· Time management

· Problem solving

· Negotiating

· Excellent communication (oral and written) and inter personal skills

· Able to manage change

· Networking

· Facilitation

If you think you can get a good way through this list you are on the right track!

Qualifications

Probably no more than 20% of the people carrying the title PM have financial/business qualifications and most of those who do have been appointed from outside the health sector. Probably 50% of Managers have been promoted from the role of receptionist or secretary and have less in the way of formal management qualifications.

The vast majority of the larger general practices who are looking for a Manager for the future want to see some evidence of management, personnel or financial qualifications.

The sort of qualifications we see being brought into the arena, by people with no experience of the NHS, include: -

MBA 


Masters in Business Administration

FCCA


Chartered Accountant

CIPD 


Institute of Personnel Development 

MHSM


Institute of Health care Management 

ACIS 


Chartered Institute of Secretaries and Administrators 

DMS 


Post graduate Management Studies Diploma 

ACIB


Chartered Institute of Banking

ACMA/CIMA

Institute of Management and Cost Accountants

FIFA


Institute of Financial Accountants

AAT


Association of Accounting Technicians

IMS 


Institute of Management services

MIAM


Institute of Administrative Management

Having any of the above is a distinct advantage but again we stress it is by no means essential.

There are now several formal role-related qualifications available for practice management:

The Institute of Health Service Management – www.ihm.org.uk – offer the Practice Management Vocational Training Scheme.
The Association of Medical Secretaries, Practice Administrators and Receptionists (AMSPAR) http://www.amspar.co.uk offer a Diploma in Primary Care Management Level 5.
Some PMs in post study for management qualifications such as a Certificate or Diploma in management studies (usually by attendance at local centres) or a MBA, perhaps through the Open University.
What Sort of Training is Available?

Managers usually need training and development on four levels: -

· Networking, keeping in touch and sharing day to day problems with other PMs

· Knowledge training (Employment law, Pensions, Data Protection, Health & Safety at Work)

· Skills training (Delegation, Time management, Negotiation, Presentation) 

· Personal development or management development opportunities (Action Learning, Self Analysis, Career Development)

The existing provision of PM training is very largely that which a group of Managers within a PCO area organise for themselves or that which some forward looking PCOs will themselves put on for Managers.  There is no strategic investment in PM training.

Is There A Career In Practice Management?

It is important to appreciate that most GPs see the appointment of a Practice Manager as a long term one! Anyone looking to enter practice management should therefore recognise that suggesting they may make this a stepping stone or career move or a short term “experience gathering” one, should not be hopeful of being appointed!

There are however opportunities to expand your horizons albeit in a limited way.  Many PCOs are looking to garner the experience of good practice managers to do some project work with them or to take on further responsibilities in particular areas such as I.T. or premises development, across the whole area.  There are too some opportunities to use your skills in more than one practice – there is a small but increasingly noticeable trend for a manager to manage more than one practice.
Professional Organisations

There is no, one, recognised professional organisation for Practice Managers and we have been party to a number of debates about whether the role of Practice Manager could be described as part of a profession!  Because of the absence of a recognised pre-qualification training and development path, the absence of any continuing professional development or the absence of a recognised representative body, it clearly is not.  But that much said there is a strong feeling of community that exists among the body of PMs.

It is likely that less than 20% of Practice Managers belong to a professional organisation of any sort. But the two organisations that do have Practice Managers as members are

AMSPAR – the Association of Medical Secretaries, Practice Administrators and Receptionists: http://www.amspar.co.uk 
IHM – The Institute of Health Care Management

http://www.ihm.org.uk 

Conclusion

Practice Management is both isolated and frustrating as well as being challenging and interesting.  What features of the work underpin these words?

Isolated and frustrating

· You have no peers in the same building

· You can find yourself between the doctors “above” you and the staff below you

· You are not really part of either group

· Decision-making among a group of partners can be difficult

· Partners do not like to be managed (see Charles Handy “Gods of Management” for further reading on the approach of the self employed professional!)

Challenging and Interesting
· You are your own boss

· You can organise your own work

· You have a rich mixture of managerial responsibilities such as managing people, finance and computers

· You are working at the “front line” 

· You can frequently see the immediate result of your decisions

· You have some identification with the local community

What is certain is that many people now see the attractions of this role and in our own recruitment work we can deal with 30-40 applications for a role in a larger practice.

I hope these notes will give you a deeper appreciation of the role and some tips and hints if you want to join the ranks.  If you are already in it, it might give you some further ideas!
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