
he ringing phone sounds increasingly 

persistent as you attempt calmly to take 

in the first script for the day – bless those 

retirees whose ‘busy’ schedules have them waiting 

on the pharmacy doorstep five minutes before 

opening, ready to drop their scripts off before they 

hurry of to their next pressing task.

With the first script baskets lined up on the 

counter, you try to make eye contact with the 

assistant attending to her regular application of 

the lipstick testers as the phone rings for the third 

time and you notice the residential-care nurse 

march through the door clutching a wad of scripts. 

She overtakes the first of the Monday-morning 

regulars meandering towards the dispensary and 

your eyes dart to the collage of post-it notes on the 

bench that you have not yet managed to read.

Your brain begins skilfully putting together an 

action plan at lightning speed that will see you dose 

two patients, prep three takeaways, dispense six 

scripts, note down the brief for blister-pack changes 

from the nurse, and answer that phone that never 

stops ringing, before greeting with a smile the next 

wave of script customers approaching the counter. 

You make this superhuman miracle of multitasking 

look effortless to the untrained eye, and all in the 

first 15 minutes of a Monday morning.

‘You can’t see the wood for the trees’ 

A colleague of mine often uses this expression 

to describe many of the owner-operator pharmacy 

businesses we consult – those caught up in the 

‘now’ and their immediate surrounds, not having 

taken a step back to view the big picture. 

If you smiled reading the scenario above, you 

are no doubt one of many pharmacists who is, or 

has been, in such a position. It is a harsh reality 

of our industry and there are several contributing 

factors to creating this frenzy in the dispensary. 

Acknowledging that challenging scenarios 

such as these exist is the first step to 

improving your business operations. 

However, what comes next is typically more 

difficult and involves taking an objective and 

honest view of your business. The reality and our 

own interpretation are often misaligned, and when 

we spend each working day within the same four 

walls, it can be difficult to understand that there 

might be a better way to run our business. 

Mapping it out 

While it may seem like a daunting task, 

conducting an internal self-audit is a critical 

starting point and can be made easier by 

taking a structured approach. 

As a start, identify key areas for review, 

including customers, sales, staff, stock, 

services, space, process and standard operating 

procedures. It is then important to take honest 

stock of each identified area and map out any 

issues that present. This can be self-directed by 

management or by engaging the wider team as 

a working group, which can assist with buy-in 

should changes need to be implemented.

For some, simply stopping to consider when 

some of these areas were last reviewed can 

highlight problems and from where they might 

be arising. For example, when was the last time 

you mapped your daily or weekly sales against 

your roster? In fact, when did you last review your 

roster to ensure adequate staff mix? Is there a 

structured approach to staff rostering or is the 

current roster a product of a slow evolution over 

time of shift changes and work-arounds?

Consider a simple tool such as a SWOT (strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis to 

identify whether there is a need to remove yourself 

from the daily tasks, take a step back and look 

objectively at your whole-of-business operations. 

In doing this, you may wish to consider:

• What have we tried?

• What have we learned?

• What has worked and why?

• What hasn’t worked and why?

• What will we do next?

What does ‘good’ look like? 

If we refer to the Monday-morning scenario 

again, it may be that the first of the dispensary 

staff to join the frantic pharmacist doesn’t start 

work for the first hour of trade. However, if your 

business has slowly grown to capture more of 

the early-morning customer traffic you may need 

to reassess the staff mix. Perhaps you work 

through all SMS reminder scripts at a dedicated 

point of the day and the service has expanded 

substantially – are you adequately resourced at 

this time of day? It sounds simple, but I assure 

you we have come across numerous scenarios 

where this has simply slipped by the wayside and 

not been reviewed.

In these situations, we need to understand what 

‘good’ looks like. Is it simply running a profitable 

business? Is it satisfied staff? Or is it meeting the 

needs of customers and providing an exceptional 

level of service?

Certainly, the customer should be top of the list 

and we should ensure that all business decisions 

are for the benefit of the customer – without 

whom there is no business – but it’s important to 

consider all elements of the equation. 

Actioning change 

If it has been some time since you reviewed and 

evaluated the internal operation of your business, 

the list of areas for review may grow to quickly 

resemble a shopping list for hungry teenagers, so 

the next step is prioritising tasks.

A simple way to do this is by developing an 

action priority matrix that scores each task based 

on its perceived impact on the business and the 

extent of resources needed to complete the task 

(see figure).

This is useful because we rarely have time to 

complete all the tasks and projects on our wish 

lists. When we use the matrix to choose activities 

intelligently, we can spend more of our time on 

the high-value activities that drive us forward.

This process doesn’t and shouldn’t have to be 

undertaken alone. Interviewing staff or convening 

a workshop to identify trends from a different 

perspective or engaging a third party to conduct 

reviews and analysis all provide an effective way 

to gain an objective view. External experts can 

also deliver strategies to implement change, 

giving support and guidance that will improve 

business outcomes now and into the future. 
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Figure: Action priority matrix.
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