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Jeremy Thorn, an experienced organisational adviser and executive leadership coach to boards and partnerships in many professional fields, offers an open invitation to all readers of First Practice Management.
UNLIKE ANY OTHER JOB?
Running a medical practice must be one of the most challenging management jobs there are!  Perhaps along with managing only a few other similar, professional, knowledge-based service organisations (such as a law firm, an accountancy practice or a technical consultancy), running a Healthcare Practice can be completely unlike managing any other type of organisation. 
Of course, no one organisation is quite like any other, even within the same profession.  However, being able to identify some of the typical differences between managing such organisations and any other can be hugely instructive.  If we can do that, we can at least be well on the way towards recognising the special challenges of professional practice management, and know how we might best deal with them.

SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF ANY PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE? 
Several principals of a wide range of professional practices I work with – whatever their particular field of expertise, whether as GPs, accountants, lawyers or technical consultants – describe managing their senior professional colleagues as being rather like ‘herding cats’.  And perhaps not surprisingly?  Consider a typical career path of any professional practitioner.  
First, few practitioners go into their profession to become ‘managers’.  Their prime focus is almost always on becoming a better doctor, lawyer, architect or whatever - and their long periods of professional training and development are all dedicated to that aim.  

Secondly, not the least because such professionals tend to be very bright and academically capable, they may often develop a strong, professionally independent streak, knowing they need to learn to trust their own judgement in an increasingly demanding world.  That, after all, was probably how their own principals won promotion and became partners before them?  (And even though some ‘knowledge’ may now be readily available to any random browser on the internet in any field, this does not of course necessarily confer any professional understanding, let alone the authority to act!)
Then, as they become ever more independent in making their professional judgements, they may well find themselves becoming increasingly wary of taking instructions from others.  For those who are particularly ambitious, hard-working and capable, they might also much prefer to be their own boss, or at least seek a partnership.  Quite naturally, they want to manage their own destiny.
Finally, on achieving partnership status, they may suddenly find they are expected to support their senior colleagues with a range of team-playing, strategic management and wider leadership roles - a completely different field of expertise from being a skilled practitioner, for which they may almost certainly have had little or no training.  

No wonder being the Principal of a professional partnership can be so difficult!

SOME CHALLENGES?
All this can present some significant challenges for Practice Managers, as well as for their senior professional colleagues.

· First, without great care, partnership structures by their very nature may not always promote great ‘collegiality’.  
Partnerships can inevitably set some partners’ own interests against others, especially during difficult times.  When this happens, not only might ‘team-playing’ and ‘what is best for all’ fly out of the window, the impact on staff morale can be severely damaging.  
Ideally, this is when strong leadership from the principal is really essential.  But what happens when the principal(s) themselves are intrinsically bound up by the internal conflict, as can so often happen?  That is when a skilled, neutral Practice Manager might earn their weight in gold.
· Secondly, it can be very tempting for well-established partners to expect their newer partners to acquire management experience and leadership skills by ‘osmosis’, informally and on the job, just as they probably had to.  
Unfortunately, most especially in a fast-changing world, this might not only be very inefficient, it may also perpetuate less than best practice.  
Of course, a GP’s primary function is still to care for patients.  But with so many changes in general practice over the last few years, most principals readily recognise they are also running quite a complex business with all the problems which that can involve.  
Without such training, the skills required may seem to be intuitive - even rather obvious - but few find this to be the case in practice.  Moreover, without ‘knowing what one doesn’t know’, how hard it can be to find out more!  
This is where a great Practice Manager can be especially helpful, even if by leading from behind…  

· Finally, skilled practitioners in many a task-focused, knowledge-based practice can so often miss out in their decision-making, on factoring in the mushy, murky and ambiguous primordial soup of other people’s feelings, staff motivation and even wider stakeholder politics.  
These issues may never be explicit, nor even very scientific or apparently ‘logical’.  Some partners may have a special gift for recognising these dynamics, others may think they do - but could be fooling themselves.  
Again, that is where a really skilled and trusted Practice Manager can truly justify their role many times over!
Of course, mastering all the black arts of hands-on people-management, team-playing, political awareness and strategic leadership in any organisation starts at the top – it has to!  
So what would best help you as a Practice Manager to help support your partners in dealing with all these challenges?    
A SUGGESTION!
I would like to offer a number of formal, practical articles for First Practice Management from time to time that might help Practice Managers with many of these hands-on matters.  Not just as an academic contribution, but with some ‘dirty finger-nailed experience’ where I can.

I know well that some readers will of course be experts in many of these fields, so you might like to write some too!
Topics of interest could be on: 
· practical, long-range ‘thinking around corners’ strategy-development, scenario planning, financial budgeting and policy-making; 
· good-practice in practice staff-management - including recruitment, development, appraisal, performance management, reward management, motivation, and succession-planning;

· team building, change management, core communication skills and even succession -planning;

· stakeholder management; practical negotiation, influencing, communication and presentation skills; even the pitfalls of partnerships and how to avoid them.  
So do let FPM know which subjects may be of greatest help to you and your colleagues, and we might at least helpfully share some of these challenges together. 
With best wishes!
Jeremy Thorn
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Jeremy Thorn’s lifelong passion has been for developing organisations and their people.  He is an experienced Non-Executive Director, Executive Leadership Coach and top-team Workshop Facilitator, for a wide range of organisations and institutions in both the public and private sectors.  
He is particularly well-known within the NHS for his work on Top Team development, Practice Based Commissioning and ‘win-win’ Negotiation Skills development, which he suggests might all be intimately related with due care and understanding.
Author of several prize-winning practical business books and a frequent speaker on a wide variety of challenging business topics internationally, Jeremy is the past founding Chairman of a management consultancy and Managing Director of a large international engineering company, which was one of the first ever accredited to the Investor In People standard and winner of several National Training Awards.
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