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How clear communication can improve
practice performance

Roger P. Levin, DDS

Q I TELL MY STAFF WHAT I
WANT THEM TO DO, BUT

THE MESSAGE DOES NOT SEEM
TO BE GETTING THROUGH. WHAT
AM I DOING WRONG?

AMany dentists sense a com-
munications disconnect be-

tween themselves and their staff
members. Despite giving what they
believe are explicit instructions about
what should be done, practice
owners report performance that falls
short of their expectations. The team
does not follow management pro-
tocols consistently, inefficiencies
crop up in all areas, and results in
nonclinical areas are disappointing.

In most cases, these problems do
not stem from shortcomings on the
part of the staff; rather, they signify a
lack of clarity regarding what dentists
want their team members to do.
Vague, unclear communication inev-
itably leads to disappointing results.

Dentists are not alone in facing this
problem. For example, investigators
estimate that miscommunication
plays a role in 80%of adverse events in
hospitals.1 Fortunately, the wide-
spread occurrence of organizational
communication problems has led to
the development of a number of so-
lutions that can be adapted to work
effectively in dental practices.

THREE WAYS TO INCREASE
CLARITY AND EFFECTIVENESS
IN DENTAL PRACTICES
Practice owners troubled by a com-
munications breakdown between
themselves and their teams will be
pleased to learn that they can
resolve this problem easily and
supply the clarity needed to raise
practice performance to the highest
levels of effectiveness. The solution
is to put instructions and expecta-
tions in writing, using specifics as
much as possible, to narrow the
chances of misinterpretation. Start
by applying this technique in 3
areas.

Job descriptions. In far too many
dental practices, written job descrip-
tions either do not exist or are too
cursory or outdated to be meaning-
ful. Either way, staff members do not
have clarity about their roles and
responsibilities.

Working with the office man-
ager, and perhaps with individual
team members themselves, the
dentist should create detailed, writ-
ten job descriptions for all staff
positions. These should include the
following:
- daily, weekly, monthly, and peri-
odic tasks to be performed;
- necessary interactions with other
staff members;
- performance responsibilities,
including systems to be used, spe-
cific numerical targets to be reached,
and how performance will be
measured.

Systems documentation, includ-
ing checklists. Practice management
systems—protocols that define how
all nonclinical tasks in the office are
to be handled—should be docu-
mented step-by-step. Once this
documentation has been accom-
plished, it becomes a simple matter
to extract a checklist that outlines
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how to use each system. In a major
study of a surgical safety check-
list used in 8 hospitals around the
world, researchers found that
the death rate was reduced from
1.5% to 0.8% and that complications
occurred at the rate of 7%, down
from 11%.2 One of the investigators
involved in this study, Atul
Gawande, spread the word about the
effectiveness of checklists in his best-
selling book The Checklist
Manifesto.3

In addition, Pinsky and col-
leagues4 recommended adapting
crew resource management check-
lists used by the airline industry
to dentistry. The authors provided
a sample 5-phase checklist for a
typical outpatient dental visit. Al-
though their checklist was focused
primarily on clinical care (for
example, “verbalize anesthetic
method” and “perform preliminary
procedure”), the same step-by-step
principles also could be applied to
practice management systems used
by the team.

Checklists work so well because
they make it easy for staff members
to review quickly the steps they
must take when using a system.
This review is especially important
for someone such as the front-desk
coordinator, who typically per-
forms a large number of different—
and sometimes complicated—
protocols.

These systems checklists provide
not only clarity but also continuity.
They eliminate the confusion and
inefficiencies that often occur
when a staff member leaves the
practice. Rather than attempting to
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remember or reinvent protocols that
existed only in the mind of the
former employee, the practice can
rely on the checklists (as well as the
fuller documentation) to continue
using the systems correctly. Need-
less to say, these informational tools
play a central role in training new
employees. They are also invaluable
for cross-training team members
so they can cover for one another or
lend a hand to ease unusually high
workloads in certain areas.

Numerical performance
standards. There are 2 ways to
measure performance. One, dis-
cussed earlier, relates to process: are
all the correct steps being taken in
the correct order? The other quan-
tifies results. By establishing and
tracking a set of performance targets
related to all aspects of office oper-
ation, practice owners can gauge
how well their practices are func-
tioning and where improvements
are needed.

Aside from the value of numeri-
cal targets in helping practices meet
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their performance goals, these met-
rics also provide clear-cut, objective
readings on the performance of staff
members. Rather than resorting to
vague pronouncements, whether
positive or negative, practices can
achieve complete clarity about what
staff members are accomplishing.
For team members, specific targets
have motivational power, and their
very existence usually leads to
improved performance.
CONCLUSION
Often, the failure of practice team
members to do what is expected of
them is caused not by a lack of
skills or commitment but by faulty
communications between manage-
ment and staff. By following the 3
essential steps described here, dental
practices can replace confusion with
clarity and can focus more intently
on meeting the oral health care
needs of their patients. These mea-
sures also reduce stress and improve
the office environment, making it
rch 2015
more pleasant for both staff and
patients. n
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