[image: image1.png]il

First Practice IManagement





Practice Awaydays

We are often asked about the value of “awaydays” and whether much can be achieved as opposed to it just being a bit of a “jollie”.  There is an old adage that says “you don’t know what you don’t know” and so it is with a time out.  Until you experience the effects of a positive time out, you cannot know how you managed without it.

It’s hard to stress how very important it is to take time out for any organisation working in a changing environment.  General practice is working in an environment where all the old rules and traditions are being literally swept away.

Where once partnership was the only way of practising your profession, now it is but one way.  Where once only a GP could make a decision or be involved, now its nurses and paramedics, or call centres.  And soon the pharmaceutical profession will take a more central role.  Where once general practice was a monopoly provider in a sea of small units, in the future corporate organisations or practices linked or conjoined under commissioning arrangements will be more the norm.  What do these environmental changes mean for your business?  Can you just keep doing what you have always done?

It’s important to take the opportunity occasionally to close the surgery and undertake some evaluation of “what’s going on around here – are things going according to plan?”

As well as facilitating many time out sessions, practices ask me about the principles of organising a successful session so here are some pointers that may help.

Which of us will attend?

Decide first and foremost the primary aim of the session and the participant list should flow from that.  It is often best to keep a meeting small the first time you take time out, but many practices see it as essential to involve the whole team.
What should be on the agenda?

Full ownership of the agenda among participants is really necessary to avoid any participant having an excuse for not supporting the session.  Ensure that there is adequate time for everyone to contribute to and agree on the final version of the agenda.  If the whole practice is involved however, it will limit the opportunity to deal with thorny or complex issues.  Partner only sessions offer the opportunity to get into more depth.

Ground rules

Try to ensure that you have some accepted ground rules by which you will work during the session.  Agree between you what will be acceptable or unacceptable. Simple but agreed rules will avoid later frustrations.  
Where will we hold it?

In part this will depend on how much you are prepared to spend, but do try to be away from the surgery.  Local hotels can provide every facility but can be expensive.  Village Halls, Community rooms, Health Buildings can all provide the space but not always the environment you would like.

What facilities will we need?

The main discussion room should be not too big so that you rattle around, nor too small so that you are cramped. Will you need more than one room for any smaller discussion groups? Think about the seating arrangements, which are always important when seeking to maximise the contribution of participants.  Will you need a flip chart or an overhead projector or screen? Ensure that there is natural light and good air circulation.
How will we finance it?

If financing it from the business profit is not an option, see whether the PCO will help or a friendly drug company may support you.
How long do we need?

It does depend on the purpose of the session. You will need at least a half day (afternoon) to secure the best return from the time you are putting aside giving all participants some time to unwind and dump the morning activities and not having to think ahead say to an evening surgery.  But a day is really much better.

Will we need a facilitator or will we run it ourselves?

This depends on a number of factors.  It depends on the difficulty of the subject, the development stage of the team and the capacity of one or more of the participants to be prepared and able to lead the process.  The particular benefit of a facilitator is in removing the responsibility for handling the process, while the partners tackle the specific issues. It also allows participants to speak without any individual having to take the responsibility of being a neutral chairman.
Should we take notes?

This will depend on the nature of the discussions.  But don’t take them unless you are sure you want some firm record – don’t take them just because it seems a good idea.  The person who takes notes usually finds it hard to contribute to the discussion as well.
How do we make sure everyone takes an active part?

Like any meeting, ensuring that everyone feels able to participate is the prerogative of the session leader/chairman/facilitator.  Your end result will be so much better through ownership of the whole group.
There is no doubt that well prepared, well executed time out sessions can and do provide the space to tackle issues of the present and the future.  Take the time!
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