
 

For years, 
front desk staff 
were expected 
to schedule  
appointments, 
check patients 
in, gather  
basic patient  
information 
and collect  
co-payments. 
In the past, this mindset worked 
fine—but recent changes have placed 
new demands on the front desk and 
emphasize the need for experienced 
talent. The recent shift in reimburse-
ment models, combined expanded 
Medicaid programs and myriad new 
insurance plans, have placed a heavier 
burden on what the front desk must 
deliver. 

The evolving healthcare market 
has also caused FQHCs to change 
both services and technology. The 

expansion and alteration of services 
means the front desk must always be 
up-to-date on the full menu of servic-
es available. New technology has led 
to some automation, but also caused 
departments to become independent, 
detached silos. While FQHC leader-
ship is aware of changing payments 
structures  and requirements, ineffec-
tive communication often means this 
valuable information doesn’t make 
it all the way to the front desk, where 
knowledge becomes application.

The challenge is only exacerbated 

Front registration area from DotHouse Health in Massachusetts.

by budgetary restrictions, as many 
FQHCs offer salaries slightly exceed-
ing minimum wage for front desk staff. 
While medical receptionists across 
healthcare only earned slightly more, 
$13.12 an hour, this level of pay will 
not attract candidates with a higher 
level of experience in healthcare or 
customer service that is sorely needed 
at this position—yet more FQHCs are 
realizing that experienced front desk 
staff can drive savings and increased 
patient satisfaction levels, helping to 
offset their demands for higher pay.

�CUSTOMER  
SERVICE 
This is the person that 
spends the most time 
with your patients aside 
from possibly the doctor. 
Customer service here  
can make all the difference 
in patient experience.

AN ORGANIZED  
APPROACH 
Knowing which of their 
multiple duties is the  
most important at all 
times is vital. This can  
be the difference between 
a good experience and  
a bad one for patients.

MULTI-TASKING 
SKILLS 
Front desk personnel  
will be continually  
working on multiple 
aspects: answering 
phones, confirming 
coverage, and guiding 
patients.

AWARENESS OF 
INSURANCE 
ELIGIBILITY 
A solid understanding  
of how and why we  
verify insurance and  
the insurance benefits  
necessary to ensure  
payment for services.

ITEMS 
TO 

HIRE 
FOR

Top

Front 
The

Registration, patient access, the front desk: call it what you will, staff  
in these positions are vital to the overall success of every federally 
qualified health center (FQHC). In many cases, these staff members 
are the patient’s first impression and last point of contact during  
a visit. Despite that, many FQHCs view this post as an entry-level  
position, one suited for less experienced or qualified staff and the  
first step towards healthcare administration.
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Frustrated consumers. Front 
desk staff handle diverse tasks, 

which can open up the possibility of 
major errors: extended registration 
time, insurance complications, and 
scheduling mishaps. With a variety of 
other health systems accepting Medic-
aid, patients may decide to start going 
to more effectively managed practices.

 High turnover in staff. 
Just as patients may get frus-

trated, low pay and stress from multi-
tasking will discourage front-line staff. 
Facing the daily stress of poor com-
munication, shifting information, 
dissatisfied patients, and a frustrated 
billing department make working this 
position less desirable. Adding low pay 
and a steep career path to the equation 
makes this a short-term job for many 
staff members. 

Planning for the  
New Registration

There are five things that need to hap-
pen to enhance the efficacy of this 
position and to improve employee en-
gagement and excitement.

Better Communication. 
While it requires scheduling ap-

propriate coverage, centers should pro-
vide, at least, monthly staff meetings 
to effectively communicate changes 
going on in the center and in the payer 
landscape. Even if this means schedul-
ing two different meetings to commu-
nicate with half the staff at a time, this 
touchpoint can make all the difference 
in raising awareness to new initiatives 
and problem areas.

Continuous Training. 
More than simply onboarding 

individuals, training needs to be com-
prehensive and ongoing. Training will 
help the front-line staff learn new skills 
and allow managers to learn what tal-
ent can be best enriched. 

Careful Hiring. 
You may need to pay more, but 

you need to find workers who have a 
certain set of skills that can make them 
effective and less likely to burn out. 
This may result in increased short-
term costs, but by looking for the right 
skills an increased salary will be offset 
by the drop in claims denials and the 
cost of hiring more often.

Patient-focused delivery.
Registration staff should al-

ways be focused on the person in front 
of them. While front-desk person-
nel are often manning the phones, 
they should never have to interrupt 
the face-to-face time and extend the 
amount of time at registration. While 
this may seem obvious, many train-
ings teach that phones should be an-
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Effects of these  
Challenges 

Consider what some of the adverse 
effects that inexperienced front desk 
staff can cause:

Rise in claims denials. 
With more detailed insurance 

information to vet (such as PCP-spe-
cific and designated insurance prod-
ucts), patient ineligibility and limited 
benefits claims denials increase.

Rework and lag in revenue. 
If patient information or insur-

ance is incorrect, claims information 
must be updated and resubmitted  in 
hope of receiving payment for services 
already rendered.

swered immediately, causing conflict 
in priority. Moving this demand to a 
call center can help ease burdens and 
streamline processes.

Financial assessments.
This is always important. Finan-

cial assessments related to front-desk 
costs can clarify where problems com-
monly occur, whether rejected claims, 
badly counted registers, or missed col-
lections.

• • •
Despite the lower-tier priority that the 
registration position occupies, it is a vi-
tal cornerstone position in dealing with 
your customers, your patients, and your 
community. Incremental investment 
in the training and selection of this 
staff can help your long-term financial 
health and will ensure your community 
has a better overall outcome.

1  

1  

2  

3  

4 

5  

3 

4 

2  

Experienced  
front desk 

staff can drive 
savings and 

increased patient 
satisfaction 

levels, helping 
to offset their 
demands for 
higher pay.

ITEMS 
TO 
TRAIN
FOR

WORKFLOW 
Make sure you have a  
defined and documented  
strategy in place.

SLIDING FEE DISCOUNT 
PROGRAM AND OTHER 
GRANT OFFERINGS 
A full understanding of how 
the patient can use these 
resources is mandatory for 
meeting the mission and the 
needs of the community.

TOP 10 PAYERS  
This includes Medicaid, 
Medicaid MCOs, Medicare 
Part A and B, and commercial 
insurance, but they should be 
fluent in all the top payers.

PRODUCTS  
& SERVICES 
While this may be ongoing, it  
is important for staff to under-
stand the full scope of services 
offered and participate in the 
FQHC’s continuity of care.

Top

$

Staff busy helping community patients from the front registration area at CrescentCare, a New Orleans-based FQHC.


