
50   The Observer  |  2014 Edition 2

L ong, long ago in a galaxy far, far away, a 
Jedi master quested forth into a brave 
new world. Okay, maybe not a brave 

new world, but a least one that needs a person 
with a varied skills set.

Entering into a new position can be very 
intimidating, no matter what that position is or 
how confident you are at your job. We have all 
taken that step at some point in our lives. Go-
ing into an established practice as the new Prac-
tice Administrator is especially daunting. How 
you conduct yourself on that first day/week 
will set the tone for your time with the office. 

I have done this twice in my career and 
have learned a plethora of things that work, 
and even more that do not work. The first 
time I stepped into the manager role, I was ill-
prepared. I was under the impression that if 
you can do a job, then you can certainly man-
age a group of people doing that job. Boy, was 
I wrong. Keep in mind that AADOM was 
not born yet, so my resources were limited. I 
walked into a practice that had 3 offices, 15 
years running and 40 women between all 
three places. Some of the lessons I learned have 
served me (and others) well over the years. 

1.  Make sure you understand the expectations 
of the practice owner(s). During your inter-
view, be sure to interview him/her. You are 
unable to run a practice the way they want if 
you don’t know who they are or where they 
want the practice to go. Have at least 1–2 
meetings with your dentist before starting. 
Plan short and long term goals for yourself. 

2.  Bring your knowledge with you. Along with 
your acquired experience and skills, bring 

your contacts and network of resources. 
Depending on the situation you are walk-
ing into, those first few weeks may have 
you scrambling to get things back in order. 
Remaining team members may not know 
things like where Mary ordered the toner. 
With an established group of resources, you 
can keep your stress level down and business 
flowing as usual. 

3.  Don’t change anything during the first 
month. Yes, you need to make your work-
space livable and rearrange things for your-
self. I mean, don’t change policy and pro-
cedures until you see the office run for a 
bit. Get to know the staff. Ask them what 
they like and what they would change. The 
dentist may be surprised to find out that 
the staff likes and dislikes the same things 
as he/she does. Keep a list during that first 
month. Have your Word program up and 
jot things down as they come up. I did 
this, and it not only helped me to prioritize 
things, but it also was great to look back and 
tweak things.

4.  If you are replacing someone who has been 
there “forever,” remember to be conscien-
tious of this. You must be respectful of the 
patients and the staff and give them time to 
adjust. Don’t take offense to “Oh, are you 
the new ‘Debbie’—what happened to her? 
We loved her. Is she ok?” It will take almost 
a full year before you will stop hearing that 
on a daily basis. Remember, you have now 
moved their cheese (if you do not under-
stand this line- Go & read “Who Moved 
My Cheese” by Spencer Johnson). You have 

taken that safety net of “Debbie” away and 
they have to get to know you. 

Our office has a unique blend of a gen-
eral practice and a prosthodontist. Needless 
to say on our specialist day, we have a slight-
ly older patient base coming in. AND, did 
they want to know who I was! They would 
stand at the desk and quiz me, “so how long 
have you been doing this? Where did you 
work before? Where is “Debbie”? Answer 
their questions. Reassure them that you 
are there to make their life easier and bet-
ter. Reassure them that you will take as good 
of care of them as “Debbie” did. Ask about 
them and get to know them. The comfort 
they felt with the other staff was familiar-
ity. Ask the staff for help on this. They know 
these patients better than anyone. Seek 
their advice also.

5.  That brings me to the staff themselves. This 
is a very critical part of your job. My recom-
mendation is watch and listen. Ask the staff 
what they feel works. Find out what they 
feel could be improved. Let them know that 
you value their professionalism, advice and 
years at the office. This is, once again, a time 
to keep notes for yourself. If you see some-
thing you feel could be improved upon, 
write it down. Watch daily to make sure that 
what you saw is not just a “sometimes” thing 
and that it really does need to be adjusted. 

I have been very lucky in my current 
practice that the existing staff is some of the 
hardest working and most professional staff 
I have ever had the pleasure to work with. 
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One of the best things about our organization 
is connecting with peers from across the 
nation. Members Corner is a place where our 
members share their own stories, insights and 
observations. Enjoy!



The Observer  |  2014 Edition 2   51

They have all been together a very long time 
and it shows. The level of professionalism 
is exemplary (and I am not just saying that 
because they are reading this.) Your staff is 
your biggest asset or your biggest liability.

If, however, you have come into a practice that 
has energy vampires who are not performing 
up to the standards your doctor wants, then 
keep good notes. When you have that staff 
member who is not on the same page as ev-
eryone else, communicate with the dentist 
first. Then give the staff member every chance 
to come up to the level where you need them 
to be. Along the way: Document, document, 
document. Always put your expectations in 

writing and have them sign off on what you 
expect. Give warnings in writing. If they still 
don’t rise to the occasion, then speak with the 
doctor. Make sure your reasons are concrete 
and precise. Remember that another change 
will cause upheaval in the office and be pre-
pared for it. Talk with the rest of the staff on 
the first morning after they are gone. Put time 
aside to allow them to air any concerns and 
then explain again the goals of the practice 
that she/he was not able to complete. It is un-
fortunate when this happens, but it will also 
show the staff that the doctor is determined 
in his/her goal to make this practice the best 
it can be.

Being the one who is finding fault is a dif-

ficult and sometimes lonely job. That being 
said, none of us would be doing it if we did 
not love to see it all come together. Also re-
member—it all takes TIME. I am 1 ½ yrs. into 
this and many of my original plans for the first 
year have been placed onto this year’s list. Set 
goals and don’t beat yourself up if you don’t 
meet all of them.

Take it slow—watch and listen. Remem-
ber the goals and talk with your doctor often. 
Make sure you are on the same page and work-
ing towards the same goal, and you will get 
there. As Christopher Robin reminded me as 
a child: “You’re braver than you believe, and 
stronger than you seem, and smarter than you 
think.” –A.A. Milne '

> ("New Kid" continued from previous page)

In the hustle and intensity of your life 
as an Office Manager, have you ever 
considered what more you can do 

to elevate your practice to be better than it is 
no? As you ponder that question, please re-
member that I’m not talking about unreason-
able, costly, or lofty goals, as it is usually all we 
can do to keep the clinic together and avoid 
a life-changing audit. I’m speaking about sim-
ple things; no cost, no fanfare, but actions that 
pay real dividends to your practice in patient 
satisfaction. 

First, like many dental practices, we have 
a very nice K-cup coffee maker in our waiting 
room for the express use of those accompany-
ing our patients. Obviously, they can make cof-
fee on their own, but when practicable a staff 
member, including myself, will offer to make 
coffee for them and ask what type of coffee they 
would like. We will chat a bit during the brew-
ing process, giving us a chance to become famil-
iar with them as a patient or simply as a neigh-
bor, but that simple act really enhances their 
experience. They are always grateful and pleas-
antly surprised by that very personal service.

Another neat and helpful thing we have 
implemented is a modified valet service on 

nasty, rainy days. As a sedated patient finish-
es treatment, we usually have those accompa-
nying the patient pull their vehicle up under 
our porte cochere for ease of dismissal once 
the sedated patient is able to leave. On rainy 
days, however, the Surgical Assistant, upon ap-
proval from the patient’s driver, alerts me and 
I retrieve the car for them. Once positioned 
in the porte cochere, I then wipe the car door 
down from any wetness and return the keys to 
the driver. Not only does this relieve the driver 
of a very wet and cold experience, but it’s al-
ways met with a big smile and a grateful atti-
tude from the one rescued from an otherwise 
unsavory task. 

Yes, of course I’m soaked, but big deal! 
After 30 years in the Army, I’ve found that I 
won’t melt or lump up from the rain and it 
really is a very helpful and simple thing that 
we can do for our beloved patients. Heads up, 
though; bring a change of clothes and have 
towels handy, as you may get very wet from 
the experience. Simply stated, this is a service 
that I prefer to provide to our patients and 
would never expect our assistants to do, since 
they must prepare for the next patient. This 
is not about me, but about serving those who 

trust us with their treatment and who pay us 
well for the service we provide.

These are simply some thoughts and rec-
ommendations that you may consider for your 
practice as they have made a real difference for 
us. I’ve found that, in spite of being very busy 
myself, these initiatives only take a few min-
utes, but have paid off in many smiles, thanks 
and referrals from friends of those whom we 
have served and benefitted by these simple 
acts of consideration. It is important to always 
remember that going the extra step for a pa-
tient not only helps them, but brings value to 
a relationship built on mutual gratitude and 
good will. 

Our practice continues to thrive and 
prosper for a number of reasons, including 
great oral & maxillofacial surgeons, a wonder-
fully bright and skilled staff, and a deep-seated 
commitment to our community to which we 
extend the most basic forms of service: respect 
and dignity. I sincerely hope these thoughts 
help you as you continue to serve the ones that 
pay the bills…your wonderful patients! I look 
forward to reading your ideas and thoughts 
about what I can implement to enhance our 
practice even more. '
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