
TIME MANAGEMENT

Open all hours
Today running a dental practice is a time 
consuming process. There are increasing 
demands placed upon the principal and team 
coming from all directions. We have a constantly 
evolving Care Quality Commission (CQC), 
HTM 01-05 and practice inspections for those 
who hold an NHS contract. This, combined 
with a busy home life in an age of always being 
available via mobile phone, email or social 

networks, can quickly become overwhelming.
I can personally attest to this, recently 

balancing managing a practice with coping with 
an ever-increasing workload at The Dental VA 
where I am responsible for CQC compliance 
and management systems. Having robust 
systems in place are essential for the smooth 
running of any business, but for me another 
factor was thrown into the mix: having a baby. 
The demands of a newborn combined with 

Are you making the 
best use of your

Natasha Bevan of The Dental VA (thedentalva.co.uk) 
looks at work-life balance for the busy twenty-first 
century dental professional.
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chronic sleep deprivation caused me to visit 
some time management principles to enable the 
smooth running of the business whilst freeing 
the maximum time for home life without those 
niggling thoughts such as ‘did x turn off the 
compressor Friday night?’.

It is of course a misnomer to suppose we can 
manage time; it is ourselves we must manage. 
We all have 24 hours a day to get through that 
ever-expanding list we carry in our head - or 
for those of us organised enough, on a piece 
of paper ... these days the smart phone works 
best for me. In this modern age of PDAs, 
high powered computers with sophisticated 
software and smart phones you would expect all 
organisation and planning to be easy. This has 
not proven to be the case; in fact, it would seem 
things have become harder to manage. A  
major factor in this is that technology, rather  
than freeing us, has made us potentially  
available ‘24/7’.

There are a number of suggested methods for 
time management and much like dentistry itself 
it is seldom ‘one size fits all’. It may be that one 
system works for you better than another or that 
some form of hybrid solution is best. 

Eat a frog
One system many people use is a simple list of 
jobs which we work through during the day. The 
danger with this is there is a tendency to put off 
the jobs we dread doing and busily cross off the 
other tasks which are of little real importance. 
Brian Tracy wrote a book entitled Eat that frog - 
playing on the Mark Twain quote: ‘Eat a live frog 
every morning, and nothing worse will happen to 
you the rest of the day’.

We all would rather book the Christmas 
party venue than phone the irate patient and 
deal with his complaint. So by ‘eating the frog’ 
or in this case making the difficult call, the 
most important thing on the list is done whilst 
removing the feeling of dread, making the day 
more productive and enjoyable. Peter Turla said: 
‘If a consequence of doing nothing is nothing - 
then do nothing’.

Work by consequence
So what are the most important tasks? 
Sometimes this is obvious but often it isn’t. One 
helpful thought process is work by consequence. 
What would be the biggest consequence of 
doing or not doing something in a timely 
manner? Once you have prioritised the tasks 
you can allocate ‘A’ for most important ‘B’ for the 
next and so on. The Pareto principle, also known 
as the 80:20 rule, suggests 80% of your tasks 
will be done in 20% of your time and perhaps 
more relevantly 80% of your productivity will 
come from 20% of your activity. Of course these 
percentages are not written in stone but it does 
emphasise the need to accurately prioritise.

‘Do not confuse motion and progress. A 
rocking horse keeps moving but doesn’t make any 
progress.’ - Alfred A. Montapert

What’s important may still seem a little vague 
and Stephen Covey suggests another method 
in order to prioritise in his book The seven 
habits of highly effective people. Covey suggests 
dividing tasks as important/unimportant and 
urgent/non-urgent. Even American President 
Eisenhower is said to have used this method, 
being quoted as saying: ‘What is important 
is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom 
important’ (Table 1).

The suggestion is that you spend as much 
time in quadrant two as possible. This involves 
planning, looking after your long term mental, 
physical and spiritual health and building 

relationships with friends and family. Some time 
inevitably will be spent in Quadrant 1, but with 
planning in Quadrant 2 there should be less 
crisis in Quadrant 1. Again some interruptions 
will be made to your working day and put 
you in Quadrant 3 so protecting this time and 
not allowing yourself to become distracted is 
important. Quadrant 4 is things that steal time 
from being productive. Again it is too simplistic 
to suggest never spending any time in this 
quadrant - watching Homeland the mini-series 
is neither important nor urgent but it is your 
downtime. It is when you are spending too 
much time in Quadrant 4 at the expense of more 
important things that it becomes an issue. 

It is not just at work we need to focus on what 
is important; home life can easily take a back 
seat to work. We all have a finite amount of time 
and being efficient at work can mean finishing 
at lunch time and going home on time. Glen 
Du-Pont from the Dawson Centre for advanced 
dental studies suggests ‘If it is important schedule 
it’. This can mean scheduling family time so  
that time is protected and is not lost to 
something trivial.

‘I am too busy mopping the floor to turn off the 
tap.’ - Author unknown

Monitoring systems
I find systems are important and once set up 
just need to be monitored. For example: dental 
recalls need to be done every month. Set a 
reminder on your phone, diary or software 
management system. Recalls are only really 
effective if they are followed up, for instance 
two weeks later, to see how many of the patients 
contacted in month x have actually booked their 
appointment. I personally do send out a second 
reminder in that same month for the patients 
who haven’t yet contacted us.

When I started at my practice there were 
pages and pages of patients with outstanding 
treatment plans. I’ve set up a system to contact 
all patients with an outstanding treatment plan 
once a month. By following that system we have 
only a few outstanding treatment plans a month 
and we now have a full diary, happy patients and 
a reduced number of emergency appointments.

Table 1  Prioritising tasks

Urgent Non-Urgent

Important
Quadrant 1
Crisis, Deadline-Driven 
projects

Quadrant 2
Exercise, Meditation/yoga
Family time,  
planning, education

Non-Important

Quadrant 3
Some phone calls. Some 
emails; a colleague wanting 
a chat

Quadrant 4
Trivia. Some phone calls  
Some TV 
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Weekly meetings are also useful but only if 
started with a clear agenda and finished with 
a list of what was decided and who is doing 
what by when. At these meetings work can be 
delegated; we all have our strengths and there is 
nothing wrong with the appropriate delegation 
of tasks to team members. 

There is no one definitive solution to time 
(or self) management. Most of us feel we have 
too little time to do everything we need to 
do. In much the same way a log of spending 
helps identify where you are wasting money, a 
time log can show where you are wasting a lot 
of time. Like a diet analysis sheet the patient 
fills out it is only of use if honest and accurate. 
Once you can see where you are wasting time 
you can steal this time for more productive 
and enjoyable things. After all, time is the most 
valuable commodity we have.
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VITAL READER PANEL
Felicity Cleaver,  
dental practice manager and coach

I use colours to stay on top of my to-do list! All the 
tasks that I know I need to do, but don’t necessarily 
enjoy, I do first - these are RED. I also follow the Brian 
Tracy principle of ‘eating that frog’ first. Daily tasks 
such as health and safety walk, practice check, 
emails and phone calls are scheduled throughout 
the day in BLUE/YELLOW. Tasks I enjoy are always in GREEN and in the afternoon (usually). I look forward to them and end my day on a high - as much as possible!

I use my electronic calendar to schedule everything I need to achieve that day/week, but I always have my diary and highlighter pens handy with a list made every night of the important stuff just in case technology fails me.
As far as keeping a good work-life balance goes, for me this is a work in progress. As long as I get a few dog walks in and meet up with friends and family regularly I’m pretty happy.
If I had more time I would learn to dance - I have the Strictly bug!

Steph Horner,  
dental nurse and decontamination lead

I am a very organised, structured, methodical 
person - my husband would without doubt tell 
you I have OCD. I say show me a dental nurse 
who hasn’t! I have lists and ‘to do’ notes for almost 
everything work related - more so these days as the 
evolution of dentistry coupled with DCP registration 
has made my role as decontamination lead more accountable. I feel duty bound to provide my practice with the latest directives when they come along. In order to help me I have to have a method, which is a good old fashioned boring list, tried and true!I also have a very busy life away from work. Between my husband and me we are busy ten days out of the seven day week and that doesn’t include the day to day tasks of cooking, cleaning, food shopping etc. Because these areas have become so much more hectic lately I find myself having to write reminders for us, even for basic things like ‘get steak out’ and ‘put washing machine on’. I do have a smartphone but I think it takes more time to get that out, punch in your password, type and set your reminder than it does to pop it on a post-it note. So guess what, I use a list! In fact I’ll let you into a secret: to be honest, I have a book. 

If I had more time I’d like to think I’d use it to relax and space things out a bit more. However, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be capable of doing this as there always seems to be something that has to be seen to. In my opinion it’s a sign of the times and probably our own fault to some extent. More and more is being asked of us and we carry out our duties with a flourish. Then more is offloaded on to our competent shoulders - which results in further tasks and so the vicious circle of frenzied activity continues.
We are all adult enough to decide what needs to be done, remind ourselves of what these tasks are, and then act upon them in an order that makes use of our time wisely. Simples!
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