
Evaluating Your Office:
Is It Time for a Fresh Start?
If your practice is bursting at the seams or hamstrung by an inefficient layout,
here’s how to find a new space that’s just the right size and shape.
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W
hen patient flow through
the office is intuitive and
swift, when all stations
have enough space and
the resources needed for

each task are close at hand, when the
practice is staffed properly and everyone
is empowered to their fullest capability,
all aspects of a busy medical facility can
work with a seamless integration that
would make Henry Ford proud. But
when space is insufficient and poorly laid
out, bottlenecks and inefficiencies occur,
not to mention frustrations for physician
and patient alike. 

In the July column we went through a
process to analyze your current facility in
an effort to determine if it effectively
allowed you and your associates to see
patients at the “natural rate,” i.e., the
efficiency you’d achieve by removing
time-consuming distractions and dele-
gating responsibilities fully to your sup-
port staff (for a copy, go to www.practi-
calneurology.com/archive_PNJuly2005.
htm). Depending on what you uncov-
ered, you may already have a good sense
of whether your current location can suf-
fice for now or if you need to look for a
new facility to really boost the practice’s
efficiency.

Assuming you have the option to
move your practice if doing so would
serve your long-term goals, the following
article covers the items your practice
should consider when evaluating the
options available. Remember that not all
square feet are created equal, and going
strictly by the numbers for space and
price may be the biggest mistake a prac-
titioner could make when consider facil-

ity issues. Asking yourself a few questions
at the front end can steer you to the best
option for your individual needs. 

What Are My Options?
Once you have analyzed your practice
and know the amount of square feet,
parking spaces and land you’ll need for
your patients and staff, you can now start
to formulate a list of options for your
practice’s physical location. Any piece of
land, building or tenant space that meets
the size criteria is an option. Typically
they will fall into four categories:

• Renovate your existing facility.
• Build a new facility 

from the ground up.
• Build out tenant space in an existing

building or one being developed.
• Buy and renovate an old building.
The key to developing a list of

options is not to prematurely eliminate
any that meet the criteria developed dur-
ing the analysis of your practice just
because of the way it looks or because it
is a lease rather than a purchase. You
would be amazed how well a former gro-
cery store, car dealership, meat packing
plant or even an old restaurant can be re-
made into an efficient, effective and eco-
nomical new medical facility.

When you’ve selected the most feasi-
ble option, give your criteria to a real
estate agent and ask for a list of all pieces
of property that meets your criteria. It’s
also important to specify what region
you want investigated. 

Which Option is Right For Me?
Once you have a list of options, the next
step is to evaluate each one, regardless of

whether that means renovating the exist-
ing facility or not. Several of the initial
options can be quickly eliminated due to
the individual aspects of the site, such as
inconvenient location, lack of sufficient
parking spaces near the entry, or the
land/building being just too expensive to
purchase.

Now the remaining viable options
need to be compared to one another.
Each must be evaluated as to how it
would successfully support the practice’s
operational characteristics. The basic
idea is that whichever option you choose,
that option will allow you and your staff
to function at as high a productivity level
as each physician’s “natural style” will
allow. 

Some options may require more work
than others to get to that level. This leads
us to the three perspectives from which
to consider the options: operationally,
financially and geographically.

•  Operational Evaluation. As dis-
cussed in the July article, smarter sched-
uling and better use of support staff can
allow you to be as efficient and produc-
tive as possible. Now it’s time to see how
the choices you can make would support
that new operational organization. 

This type of evaluation requires a
level of medical space planning where
you and/or your medical planning con-
sultant take the space/building/land
available and develop an organizational
concept diagram for each option. The
diagram should start with a layout of the
departments such as the clinic, business
office, physicians’ private areas, proce-
dure suite, etc. to illustrate where
patients would enter the facility and how
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they would move during a visit. It should
also start to develop the staff and physi-
cian flow as well. This will give you a
sense as to how well the option supports
the concepts developed during the analy-
sis of your practice in your current space.

This diagram will also bring to light
any inefficiency your practice would have
to tolerate due to the shape and configu-
ration of the building/site. For example,
typically the squarer the building and/or
site, the better the chance the practice
has of achieving good patient flow. A site
that is oddly shaped could cause the
practice to deal with inefficiencies in
either utilization of space or staff and
doctor time due to inconvenient office
layout (e.g., patient records stored in a
remote area away from the exam rooms,
requiring a great deal of wasteful foot
traffic throughout the day).

Once the operational evaluation is
complete, some of the options can be
eliminated based on their lack of ability
to provide the space that supports the
practice as it operates. After narrowing
the options, develop a list of pros and
cons for each option to get a better grasp
of how they compare.

• Economical Evaluation. The next
step is to develop the economic implica-
tions for your remaining choices. This
should include the purchase or lease cost
of the location, the cost to renovate or
effect the needed change to the option
and, if your existing facility is still a

viable option, what would be required to
upgrade/expand and possibly acquire the
building.

This evaluation will be based on the
organizational diagram and the space
program developed during the analysis of
your practice. These two documents will
help to define the scope of work that will
be required and at this stage is the best
information the medical planner/archi-
tect and/or contractor has to base their
guess at what the project will cost.

• Geographical Evaluation. The last
and certainty not the least is the location.
This will be the one evaluation that will
be mostly influenced by personal prefer-
ence augmented with as much of the fac-
tual data as you can use for your deci-
sion.

Some research can help you deter-
mine how good your position is from a
strategic standpoint. Conducting two zip
code studies, one to determine where
most of your patients live and one to see
where most of your referring physicians’
practices are, may prove an invaluable
way of making sure your location will
not be inconvenient for patients. It may
also help to conduct a traffic study to see
how many cars travel the roads around
the option. Also, be mindful not to
encroach upon the location of a similar
practice or a large medical facility, or
you’ll find yourself a newcomer compet-
ing for patients with a long-established
practice or hospital. 

Depending on the age of your pa-
tients, the level of traffic and the ease of
access and exit from the option may
make an impact on your decision. Infor-
mation also can usually be obtained from
the local area government as to the pop-
ulation growth by area, income, or other
factors.

Choose Wisely
At this point you have narrowed your
options down to the few, hopefully, that
seem to have the ability to successfully
allow your practice to get operationally
where it needs to be, in a location that
would be beneficial to the practice, and
would be a financial positive to the prac-
tice in the long run. So how do you
decide?

Assuming all your remaining options
have evaluated and are considered com-
parable, base your decision on the opera-
tional characteristics of the options.
These will determine how well the new
facility functions for your practice, which
will impact how soon the initial costs of
developing the new facility will be recov-
ered. It will be the efficiency of the office
that allows you and your staff to stay on
track and be more productive. This, in
turn, will mean patients’ overall time in
your facility will be shorter, and typically
when this happens patients tend to refer
you to their friends more often.

Lastly, a facility that allows you and
your staff to stay on track and become
more efficient will cut out wasted time in
your systems and increase the number of
patients that can be seen in the same
amount of time, letting the current num-
ber of physicians take on a larger work-
load. This can either allow the practice to
reduce the wait time patients must
endure to get an appointment or allow
you to make a new hire to handle what’s
become a burgeoning practice. PN
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