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How to Choose the Right Digital Platform

Twelve Things You Need to Know 
Before You Invest in a Digital Platform 
With all the hype out there about going digital you probably already know some of the advantages and disadvantages.  Conceptually it makes a lot of sense.  But there is so much out there that it can be overwhelming.  So how do you know which to choose, or even what questions to ask?  You have a business to run and probably don’t have a lot of time to spend on researching the various options.  Hopefully this short report will give you some ideas on what to expect from a good product and how to avoid making costly mistakes when evaluating a digital platform.  With a few simple guidelines and some basics you’ll be able to make a good choice.
The Ideal Digital Platform

The purpose of using digital technology is to streamline and automate your daily operations so that you can increase operating efficiencies and your bottom line.  In addition, you probably want to make your day to day administration easier with fewer headaches.  A well designed and efficient operation will also enable you to add more transcription capacity without increasing administrative headaches.  The ideal digital platform will automate repetitive tasks that eat up your valuable time, and should provide you valuable information that will help you in making mission critical decisions.  
A true digital transcription platform not only automates the sending and receiving of voice files and documents, but automatically routes them and tracks all pertinent, associated activity.  A good platform will automatically route files from doctor to specified MT, through QA and then back again to the doctor.  It will track the time of dictation, upload, run time, and dictation time and be able to give you line counts at any stage of your process in a completely automated way.  A well designed system will also automatically track line counts based your preferences, and track the price you are charging your clients and the amount you are paying your MT’s.  A well design platform will inherently improve your administrative efficiency.   

Why Not Email and FTP?
Email and FTP sites are not a good solution if you are looking for efficiency in your operation.  They are great for transporting and storing files, but that’s all they were designed to do.  They serve only as a transport and storage mechanism and can actually increase administrative headaches because voice files and documents often must be manually associated and managed.  In addition, emails and FTP sites require special encryption and decryption software in order to be HIPAA compliant, and that can be difficult to manage.  

All in all, email and FTP sites are terribly cumbersome and won’t do much to automate your workflow, track your activity or measure productivity.
Here are the basic rules of thumb when considering a digital platform.
· It should be configured to your workflow.  The program should be flexible so that it can be self configured to your workflow – don’t let anyone talk you into a system that forces you to conform to their one, set process.  Everyone has a way of doing things for a reason.  Don’t let the software dictate that.  A well designed program is flexible and will conform to your workflow by using simple business rules that you can turn on and off.
· It should be Internet based.  The internet is ideal for creating a large and independent work force.  It provides the flexibility of working from practically anywhere there’s an internet connection.  It allows you to expand the number of MT’s without adding expensive equipment or software.  And if provides incredible flexibility to your doctors when it comes to dictating, retrieving files and searching documents.
· No Proprietary Software or Hardware.  Avoid platforms that force you to use their proprietary software and hardware.  Proprietary software or hardware usually means more money, more headaches and large maintenance fees.  And you’ll be locked into that company for a long time, whether you like it or not.  Most proprietary systems require monthly maintenance fees and if anything breaks, you have to pay them to come and fix it.  Another trap is leasing hardware for extended periods of time.  Extended contracts for a year or more are common and lock you into something that you can’t get out of without significant costs.  In today’s market, good software will run on almost any PC or server, and uses common equipment sold over the counter.  In this day and age there is no need to be locked into a proprietary program.  
· Buy an all in one solution.  Some providers will try to sell modules for specific applications.  We recommend against it.  There are plenty of programs that offer a complete solution without paying for bits and pieces.  We strongly recommend an all in one solution that does most, or all of what you need.
· Don’t spend a bunch of money on hardware.  The better digital transcription platforms we’ve seen don’t require any equipment purchase aside from the recorder for dictation and any foot pedal and headset for transcription.  Most reputable platforms depend on off-sight, co-located servers that they own and maintain.  The only reason you might want to consider buying and maintaining your own server would be if you are a very large operation managing thousands of documents every hour, with your own IT staff to manage it. Only then would the purchase and maintenance costs of owning and managing your own server really be justified.
· 100% HIPAA Compliant.  Most reputable companies selling a digital platform will be HIPAA compliant.  Compliance issues usually come into play when someone has developed their own program or is using email or FTP sites in an attempt to modernize their operation.  Email that is not 128 bit encrypted and password protected is not HIPAA compliant.  Likewise, FTP sites have similar shortcomings when it comes to HIPAA.  Just make sure that every step along the way is in compliance with all HIPAA regulations.
· Quick and easy setup and training.  A well designed program will require minimal setup and training.  If the program is well designed, using it should be relatively intuitive after only a few minutes use.  If it takes more than an hour to learn the basics, then you probably have the wrong program.  You should be able to do most set-ups over the phone, unless you are dealing with a very sophisticated institution.
· Always get a good demonstration and free trial.  There is no substitution for actual use.  Try the program for a few days to see if it’s easy to use and does what you want.

· Easy to understand billing and costs.  Some company’s will try to nickel and dime you to death with hidden user fees and setup costs.  Don’t buy it.  Your costs should be completely visible and easy to understand.  You should also be able to assign different pricing schedules to different accounts and different payment options for each MT.  A good platform will have solid, easy to generate reports that depict actual line counts for any given period, accounts receivable, accounts payable, and the ability to adjust invoices.  Again, we recommend paying only for what you use on a per line basis.

· Management Reports.  Good decisions require timely and accurate information.  Any program should have a litany of management reports that you can analyze.  A platform provider that will customize reports and report formats is a plus.
· A Scalable Solution.  A platform that can grow and change as technology changes, without having to pay every time you add a new user is very important if you’re planning on any growth at all.  You should not have to pay to ad a dictator or a transcriptionist.  A platform that allows you to setup all your new users is ideal.
· Integration with Electronic Medical Records.  EMR is becoming more and more common for even the smallest clinics.  Be sure your platform can easily integrate with EMR programs.  The best way to eliminate most problems is to be sure your platform has an open architecture and is not proprietary.  Be sure the platform can integrate via HL7, XML and other protocols you might need without having to incorporate a “black box” on sight.  This is a big red flag.
· Talk to people who are using the platform.  Find out what is good and bad, what works well and what needs improvement.  Especially ask questions about the quality of support they have.  Ask for references that have a business similar to yours.
With that in mind let’s look at what an ideal setup might look like.

Ideally your doctors should have the option of dictating using a handheld digital recorder, telephone or PDA.  When recorders and PDA’s are connected to a PC through a simple docking cradle, voice files are uploaded to a secure server where they are then automatically routed to a predetermined MT pool.  The most common technical issue with any large clinic or hospital set up will be the network security and firewall system.  Be sure the technical support staff for the platform has the know how to deal with this and that they can walk you through any on sight setup issues.  Telephone dictation is captured directly by a voice server and files are automatically routed in the same way at with recorders and PDA’s.
MT’s log onto a password protected internet site to access voice files.  They should have the option to transcribe in real-time on-line, or to download files if they suffer a slow internet connection.  Once transcribed documents are automatically uploaded to a secure server, they are posted to the next stage in your pre-determined work flow; usually to QA or directly back to the doctor.
There should be a real-time view of the status of every file in your work flow, where it is, the patient name, the doctor name, dictation date, transcription date and job priority.  Jobs should be easily searched and reproduced from any web connection.  Administrators should be able to easily re-assign and edit files with minimal effort. 
Doctors should automatically receive files via your website and transcriptions should be printed automatically.  In addition, referring doctors should automatically receive copies with any manual efforts.  Doctors and their assistants should also have complete access and knowledge of every job and its status in the system. If desired, doctors should have the ability to e-sign documents to avoid excessive paper.
Email – The weakest link
One way many MTSO’s have tried to improve their efficiency is through the use of emails.
Email works extremely well for sending messages and exchanging documents, but it is not a file management protocol and that means that someone has to physically manage every file and document.  While email can eliminate the hassles and costs of physically delivering hard documents, it doesn’t at all address the administrative headaches of file management…for you or the doctor.  In fact, most of the doctors and administrators we talk with consider emails a nuisance.  
Then there is the problem of HIPAA compliance.  Email, unless 128 bit encrypted, is NOT HIPAA compliant.  That means both you and your doctors must have encryption software that not only encrypts the message, but also password protects each email that contains medically sensitive material.
Cost Should be the Last Consideration

That may sound counter-intuitive at first glance, but if we look more closely we think you will agree that cost should only be the deciding factor if all else is equal.  We all know that there is a big difference between paying 16 cents/line for a 65 character line, and paying 16 cents/line for a 45 character line.  The same logic applies when considering a transcription platform.  
In summary, you should first understand exactly what it is you are doing now.  Then compare that to what your should be doing to manage your business, and then look at what you could be doing if you had everything you needed or wanted in your business.  Use these three steps to analyze your business and to find the right platform for you.

Understanding what you are doing now requires that you look at how you are operating your business on a day to day basis.  Where are the inefficiencies?  What costs are you incurring that might go away with the right technology?  Do you find that you or your staff spends too much time doing manual, repetitive tasks?  If so, you are a prime candidate for using technology to eliminate, or at least reduce, non-profitable labor costs and increase your transcription resources.
Understanding what you should be doing simply means that you should identify those activities that improve your productivity and/or profitability.  That could mean improved turn around times, more time recruiting new business, or more time interacting with your existing clients.  This type of questioning often reveals that you are spending a lot of time on things that don’t move you closer to your operation’s goals, but actually keep those goals from being achieved. 

Considering what you could be doing is the world where you imagine what it would be like if all the non-productive activities that create the majority of your administrative headaches didn’t exist.  This line of questioning will invariably lead you to ask the types of questions that will enable you to choose a platform that will create the most value in your operation.

You don’t have to be a technology expert to know how to make the right decisions about technology.  What you do have to understand is the real in’s and out’s of what makes your company really work.  By understanding what you need to be more efficient, and knowing a few simple questions to ask, you’ll be surprised at how comfortable you will become in evaluating a platform that will fit your needs.
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