Instructions for measuring third next available appointment (3NA)

Neil Solomon, MD

NAS Consulting Services

1. Open scheduling program or book where appointments are kept.  Starting with today’s schedule look for the next open appointment.  If there are no open appointments look in tomorrow’s schedule, and continue forward looking for the next available opening.  Once you find one opening, repeat the process twice more to find the third next available appointment (3NA).  
2. Count the number of working days from today to reach the third available appointment.  If 3NA is today the value is 0.  Do not count days when the office is closed for business (usually weekends and holidays).  Do count days when the physician is unavailable due to vacation, administrative time, operating room time, sick leave, etc.  

3. If there are multiple types of appointments, each with specific space reserved in the calendar (e.g. physical exams or certain procedures), measure 3NA for each unique visit type.  Hence there are separate 3NA measures for short visits, long visits, physical exams, etc.  This can help show where the schedule bottleneck lie.

4. Special cases: If the office saves a certain number of slots for same-day appointments only, count 3NA without allowing those spaces.  The reason we suggest not counting these slots is that they usually get taken up by a rush of calls first thing in the morning and then leave the office without access.

5. Plan to measure on the same day of each week, and at the same time of the day (e.g. start of day or lunch time).  Create a table of 3NA results by physician.  See instructions for graphing if you wish to visually track progress (strongly encouraged).

Why do we count 3NA instead of just next available appointment?  Generally this removes randomness from the measure.  There may be a recent cancellation or another quirk of the schedule that leaves one or two open slots, but by the time you reach the third next available you are usually into the open space in the schedule.  The 3NA has also become a pretty standard measure so you can use it to compare to other practices.

