How My Practice Knew We Were
Ready for EMR
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My current practice is getting ready to go live on Electronic
Medical Records (EMR) in just two short months, but it’s taken
us over a year to get here. When I first started this job, we
were supposed to go live with EMR in two months. After I’d
had a chance to speak with everyone, I just knew the timing
wasn’t right for the EMR. We would need to be able to run,
and at that moment we were just starting to crawl.

What were the signs we weren’t ready?
communication problems with the vendor, who provided the
existing practice management system and the new EMR
issues with the practice management system which had
been mis-identified as being support-related
basic decisions had not been made: one shared medical
record for all clinics or individual records for each
clinic?
no single point person who was keeping everything
together
lots of frustrated and worried faces – did we know what
we were doing?

A sigh of relief…
Although we knew we wanted the EMR and we had already made the
investment, we also knew it might be a train wreck if we
didn’t get some other questions answered first.
When I

announced we were going to delay the go-live until we had some
other issues resolved, there was a sigh of relief from all
involved.

What did we do to get ready for EMR?
1. We attacked the support problems by rerouting all
support issues through one person – me.
I kept a
detailed log of all support issues and the resolution of
each. I found the vendor to be surprisingly helpful and
issues relatively easy to resolve. As I asked questions
and we fixed issues, we found that much of our problem
was training-related.
2. We held a major training event where all non-clinical
staff were retrained to use the practice management
system and everyone was given new cheat sheets for the
correct way to use the system.
3. We realized that staff were worried about the impact of
the EMR because the providers were overwhelmed with the
current workload. They didn’t know how we would get
through the pre-live work, the huge challenge that is
the go-live and first few months of adjustment. After
some intense evaluation, we changed our scheduling
strategy and moved established visits from 15 minutes to
20 minutes, adding four work-in appointments and setting
rules for adding more than four work-ins.
4. We took the vitals out of the halls and into the exam
rooms, making the office quieter and the patient
interactions private.
5. We also got control of most of our paper processes that
weren’t working. We color-coded messages, re-educated
patients about new ways of communicating with us and we
managed to bring our fax and phone call volumes down to
a manageable number.
6. We assigned nurses to the providers and asked the
provider-nurse duos to put their arms around their
patient panels as a team. The patients love it. We

moved a float nurse to a triage nurse position to start
taking all requests for same day sick visits and
scheduling them appropriately.
7. We are soon to add an answering service (I prefer the
term “virtual receptionist”) to our phones. The virtual
receptionists (1000 miles away!) will take calls for the
nurses and providers, typing them directly into our EMR.
8. We also started a front-end collection system, bringing
our accounts receivable under control by adding
automated eligibility, a new financial policy,
collecting co-pays at check-in, calling patients with
old balances before they arrived for their visit, and
instituting a discount for non-insured patients.

How will you know when your practice is
ready for EMR?
You are not overwhelmed on a day-to-day basis. If your
practice isn’t running well without an EMR, it is not
going to run better with an EMR.
If you are having
operational issues, consider having a consultant help
you set up new processes to handle the hurdles you’re
facing now. The EMR does not fix operational issues,
with the possible exception of lost paper charts.
Your staffing is stable.
There will always be some
employees coming and going, but if you are experiencing
one of those cyclical shifts when you have several new
staff at once (especially nurses), you might want to
give them a little more time to get a handle on their
jobs before introducing EMR.
You have your practice management act together – your PM
works well and is up-to-date.
Your finances are in order. If it takes several months
of lower productivity, followed by less collections, you
can weather the storm because you are on top of the
dollars.

