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1. Challenges around time.
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As a doctor, one of the most common challenges that you face is managing your time. When you aren’t time-aware, the work seems endless and takes priority over the rest of your life. This means that your work-life balance suffers. The less you manage your time, the more the problem grows. Poor time management affects your health and well-being.

You have a high volume of patients to see, which makes it tricky to manage your time efficiently. You need to balance providing quality care to each patient while ensuring no one must wait excessively.

You must navigate unpredictable patient needs, emergencies, and urgent cases throughout your day.

Besides patient care, you have administrative tasks to handle. You may need to write reports, fill out forms, check test results, and discuss treatment plans with colleagues.  Admin duties can take up a sizeable chunk of your time, making it harder to schedule patient appointments.

You face challenges related to waiting times. You may have to accommodate patients who arrive late, who need extra time for complex cases, or who have unexpected health issues during their visit. These delays can disrupt your day and lead to further time management issues.

You must handle various responsibilities at the same time. Multitasking is tiring and can make it hard to give the patients enough attention.

You find it difficult to take regular breaks. You may have back-to-back appointments or long surgical procedures, resulting in a lack of flexibility and adequate rest time. This can have an adverse impact on your ability to manage time effectively throughout the day.

You need to be prepared for unexpected emergencies and situations that require immediate attention. Critical patients and complications can interfere with your schedule.

Time management difficulties may arise because of scarce resources such as equipment, staff, or paperwork. 

The demanding nature of your profession often requires long hours, irregular shifts, and being on call. It's tough to juggle personal, family, and self-care responsibilities. 

The high-pressure environment, long working hours, and constant demands can lead to burnout. Burnout not only affects your well-being but also your ability to manage time efficiently and provide quality care to patients.




Time management and doctors. 

IS POOR TIME MANAGEMENT an inevitable part of your life? Not necessarily, although you may work too many hours, and you don’t have enough time to do things you used to enjoy away from work. 

This feeling of being overworked is part of the medical culture. But is it necessary to ‘forget the rest of your life’ from the day you start as a newly qualified doctor?

Some doctors only work, eat, and sleep, which harms their health, well-being, and relationships. They forget how important self-care is to being a ‘whole person.

Some doctors cope with the stress and overwork by drinking excess alcohol or eating too much. Others decide to pack it all in and leave the profession. 

But it doesn’t have to be that way. You can have a more balanced life - to work well and efficiently as a doctor and enjoy your life after work. 

If you leave late each day and work at home every evening, remind yourself that you are not superhuman. You are like every other human being. It’s OK to leave some things to do tomorrow and have time for rest and relaxation. Not only OK, but it is vital to do this. Taking time away from work is important for enjoying hobbies, being with loved ones, and taking care of yourself. 

If you neglect any of these, your health, both physical and emotional, will suffer and impact the way you care for your patients.

If you go into your hospital or practice to catch up at the weekend, when you aren’t supposed to be there, you need to stop. Don't wait until you are 'burnt out’ or must leave because you can’t cope any more.

Many doctors have a lifestyle filled with long working hours, high stress levels, and limited personal time.

While this may be true for some doctors, it is not necessarily an inevitable part of every doctor's life.

Being a doctor, especially in emergency medicine or surgery, can lead to a challenging lifestyle. You have unpredictable schedules and may work at night or be called for emergencies. This can cause a lack of sleep, disrupted personal routines, and difficulty establishing a work-life balance.

You must handle life-or-death decisions, keep up with medical advances, and manage a heavy workload. This can lead to constant stress and burnout, affecting your physical and mental well-being.

However, it is important to note that many doctors deal with these challenges and create a more balanced lifestyle. Some doctors choose specialties with regular hours, like general practice or dermatology. Some prefer part-time jobs or flexible work in research, teaching, or administration.

Advances in technology have allowed for improvements in healthcare delivery. These advances can provide doctors with more control over their schedules and the ability to work from different locations.

Self-care and prioritising personal time are important. You are encouraged to maintain a healthy work-life balance and take time off. 

Being a doctor doesn't always mean having a challenging lifestyle. With careful planning, flexibility, and self-care, you can achieve a more balanced and fulfilling lifestyle.



Ways to improve time management.

CHOOSE ONE OR TWO CHANGES to make each week. Do something different today and each day until you find ways that work for you.

Here are some suggestions to improve your time management:


	Start each day by making a to-do list and prioritise tasks based on urgency and importance. This will help you focus on critical activities and ensure you complete on time.

	Identify tasks to delegate to other healthcare professionals or administrative staff. This allows you to focus your time and expertise on patient care and critical medical decisions.

	Break down larger tasks into smaller, manageable tasks with specific deadlines. Setting achievable goals helps keep you motivated and on track.

	Invest in a reliable scheduling system, whether it is an electronic calendar, task management app, or even a physical planner. Use this system to block out time for patient consultations, surgeries, administrative work, breaks, and personal time.

	Improve communication with colleagues, staff, and patients. Be clear about when to expect a response and use fast communication tools to save time.

	Assign specific blocks of time for different activities, such as patient visits, paperwork, research, or professional development. This will help you dedicate focused periods to each task. Try to complete similar tasks together. 

	Practice self-care and stress management, such as exercise, meditation, or spending time with loved ones. Taking care of your physical and mental well-being helps maintain productivity and focus during working hours.

	Reflect and review your time management strategies periodically to identify what works best for you and make necessary adjustments. 



Remember, finding the right balance between efficiency and patient care is crucial. Use these strategies to improve your time management but adjust them to fit your own responsibilities and preferences.



Learning to manage time.

TIME MANAGEMENT IS hard if you're used to working long hours and struggle to say no. 

If you feel stressed and overwhelmed with how much you are attempting to fit into your day, then you may have been advised to improve your time management skills. 

You've tried to manage your time and life better by reading books and attending workshops. Yet, for some strange reason, you haven’t been able to put these ideas into practice in your own life. 

Just like other aspects of life, managing your time is a skill you must learn. It will involve a change in your behaviour, and, because of this, you may find initially that you slip back into your previous habits. To learn and put into practice any new skill, you need to understand the basics. Then actually do what you’ve learned not just once or twice but repeat your new behaviour at least twenty-one times. Doing this will mean that the habit changes from something you must think about to something you do automatically. 

If you decide to say ‘no’ more often when people ask you to do them a favour, then practise saying 'no' in response to twenty-one separate requests. 

At first, you may feel guilty about this. If people ask, ‘why not?’ and you try to explain, especially when they say no-one else can help, it feels difficult to keep saying ‘no’.

You’ve got to be firm and not waver. You don't need to give a reason, just keep on saying ‘no, I can’t do it’ or ‘no, I’ve got something else to do,’ until they understand that 'no' means 'no'.

Step by step, devise efficient ways of completing your tasks to prevent wasting unnecessary time.

Time management is essential for doctors and affects patient care. Decide your most crucial and time-sensitive tasks, based on patient needs, deadlines, and the extent of impact on patient outcomes. Aim to complete essential tasks early in the day to avoid last-minute rushes or errors.

Decide realistic goals for each day, week, or month. Divide tasks into smaller parts with realistic time frames. Use digital or physical planners to allocate specific time slots for each task, ensuring you stay on track.

Focus on one task at a time, completing it before moving on to the next. This approach enhances concentration, minimises distractions, and allows for better quality work. 

Delegate tasks to qualified staff. Delegation lightens your workload. It improves teamwork, develops skills, and creates a shared sense of responsibility.

Identify activities that take excessive time with minimal benefit. These may include unnecessary meetings, excessive paperwork, or non-essential administrative tasks. Minimise or eliminate such time-drainers, seeking alternatives to improve efficiency.

Clear and concise communication is key to managing time effectively. Encourage patients to summarise their concerns to ensure focused consultations. Set boundaries for phone calls or emails during specific hours, allowing uninterrupted time for critical tasks.

Recognise the importance of self-care and refreshment. Taking brief breaks during a busy day can improve focus, prevent burnout, and enhance overall productivity. Engage in activities that refresh you, such as stretching, deep breathing, or connecting with colleagues.

Reflect on your time management regularly. Identify areas for improvement, seek feedback from colleagues, and adapt accordingly. Attend time management workshops or use online resources to learn new techniques and refine your skills.
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