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What role the Practice Manager?

The debate used to be about whether to give someone the title “Practice Manager”.  You know: the sort of person who was called the manager yet their actions and role belied the title.  Organising lunches, doing the partners’ holiday rota, preparing the minor operating room, writing cheques were a few of the things that many managers were (and still are) called on to do.

But times change and the current GMS and PMS contracts have changed the needs of practice management significantly.  An incoming manager nowadays is expected to bring a management qualification and have a very different role.

A good manager today will: -

· Motivate and reward staff through a mixture of informal feedback, appraisal and financial review

· Proactively manage the profitability of the practice, particularly through the attainment of quality points

· Help drive the practice IT programme and be aware of the NHS IT initiatives
· Lead the partners in the longer term development of the practice, taking into account market developments, including potential competition and change

· Be seen as carrying the complete authority of the partners as far as the PCO and others are concerned

Central also to the role of Manager is that of managing the partners.  In all of the recruitment work we do we emphasise the challenge of managing the relationship with the partners – the “managing upwards” part of the role. Given the practice-based nature of the new contract this is ever more essential.  In my experience, far too many managers do not have that responsibility – often to the detriment of the smooth running of the practice.  This is very definitely new management territory.

Many partners who recognise the inevitability of this new sort of role ask me what title they should use, thinking that the title “Practice Manager” may not adequately represent the role many people now take.  My response is that there is no reason not to use this title; in its proper use it very properly conveys the role.  The problem is that inappropriate use over the years (by those who used the title but did not hold the role) rather “debased the coinage”.  But it’s still the most commonly used title.

Other titles include

· Business Manager

· General Manager

· Executive Manager

· Director, Executive Director

· Chief Executive 

· Managing Partner (where partnership is offered)

Every practice will have its own views on the appropriate title.  Of the above titles Business manager is the most commonly used substitute because it is seen to have a slight edge over the PM title.  Practices are more than ever businesses now, particularly - dare we say it – as the vocational and 24-hour care principles are diluted.  “General Manager” is also used especially in the larger practices where a practice might also have “Surgery Managers” or “Reception Managers”.  “Chief Executive” is used occasionally but is usually avoided as having too much of a bureaucratic feel!

Practice management is becoming a very popular career option, particularly for the many people who may be picking up a second career in their mid forties and early fifties.  Entrants from banking, financial services, the armed services, retail and parts of the manufacturing sector are all common.  The learning curve is steep but the principles of good management skills will easily transfer between sectors, as we tell many GPs.  Too often though PM job adverts still carry statements like “must have experience of general practice” or “needs to understand GMS/PMS contracts” and this severely limits access to good managers.

Attitudes change slowly.  What was once a head of administration role in a small unit in a cottage industry is now becoming a general management role in a quality and target driven service, in the middle of significant change. There is no doubt that the management role has changed with the introduction of the new contract, although sadly we see far too many managers still holding a pre-contract role.  
And we should not underestimate the changing environment.  As Private Eye said recently “Labour is busy ……….. splitting the NHS up into small chunks and putting all the money-making parts out to tender.  General practice is the latest to be put on the market…..”   
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