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I
t’s no secret that having the right
people on staff is the touchstone of
a successful practice. Your medical
personnel are (or should be) a
reflection of your personality and

character, and underperforming individ-
uals or those with poor interaction skills,
can convey a negative impression to cur-
rent and potential patients. Finding good
office staff on both the clinical or admin-
istrative side can be difficult. Keeping
good employees can be a significant
undertaking, as well. Surprisingly, the
keys to employee satisfaction may not be
what you expect. 

When staff members understand the
physician’s principles and values and
become familiarized with the daily opera-
tions of the practice, physicians can estab-
lish and maintain a rhythm of work, as
well as a respectful, satisfying work
atmosphere for all staff members.

Vantage Point
Despite attending to different areas of the
practice and serving different functions,
staff members—administrators, nurses,
receptionists, etc.—collectively “steer the
ship” under the direction of the physi-
cian. Their values and areas of expertise
may be different, but they should be
bound by the principles and philosophies
set by the practicing physician, according
to Suzanne M. Olbricht, MD, a Harvard
Professor who has investigated employee
attitudes. “Nurses, administrators, staff
members, and physicians specialize in
very different areas when it comes run-
ning a medical practice, so, naturally, dif-
ferent issues are going to be important to
them,” says the Associate Professor of

Dermatology, who recently presented her
findings regarding staff attitudes.1 A suc-
cessful practice wherein daily operations
run smoothly requires that each member
execute her or his daily tasks effectively
and that each party understands where
the other is coming from, says Dr.
Olbricht.

So who qualifies as “good staff?”
According to Dr. Olbricht, results of a
survey on nursing staff attitudes and per-
ceptions reveal that good employees are
those who have the capability and use

that capability to accomplish the work of
the organization in a high achieving man-
ner. Falling under that definition, quali-
ties of good staff would be:

• High level of competence
• Demonstrate quality and accuracy
• Set the pace on their work team
• Dependable and reliable
• Bring something unique to the team.
Dr. Olbricht explains that her defini-

tion of a good team member is inspired
by Roger E. Herrmann’s book, Keeping
Good People,2 which uses a systems
approach as a guide to productively inter-
sect administrative and medical perspec-
tives. From a physician’s perspective,
understanding your staff members and
showing that you care is essential, accord-
ing to Dr. Olbricht. “One of the most
important aspects of understanding staff
members is to know why they work for
you and what interests them in the job,”
she observes. Although those values and
perspectives may be different, showing
that you care and trying to understand
the various perspectives needed to effec-
tively maintain a practice should be the
highest priority for a physician, Dr.
Olbricht notes. “Of course, this requires a
bit of time, but in the end is worth the
investment,” she adds.

Every Player Counts 
In her presentation, Dr. Olbricht shared
results of a survey of physicians and nurs-
es. Although the survey was specific to
surgical dermatology, Dr. Olbricht points
out that the results point to a broader
issue of the differences between physi-
cians and staff when it comes to under-
standing one another. When asked what
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they liked about their job, the number
one answer for nurses was: “The physi-
cians I work with.” This was followed by
:“My colleagues,” “The work is interest-
ing,” “I feel appreciated,” “My best skills
are respected and utilized,” and “I feel
like a member of the team.” All of these
responses were ranked higher than:
“Hours,” “Pay,” and “Benefits.” 

According to Dr. Olbricht, these
results indicate that employees who feel
valued are the ones who are most willing
to stay at a practice. By and large,
employees want feedback, want to be
involved in the job, and want the boss to
care about them as individuals. Staff sat-
isfaction, according to Dr. Olbricht, is
determined as much by these factors—if
not more so—than by benefits and salary.
“While wages and benefits may be the
motivating factors for employees to move

to a practice, that’s not why they stay,”
she notes. Staff satisfaction, she argues, is
more dependent on how valued the
employee feels.

Closely tied to employee satisfaction is
motivation. What factors drive employees
to perform their jobs well? Among sur-
veyed nurses, the top three motivational
factors are appreciation for work done,
feeling “in” on things, and help with per-
sonal problems. In other words, Dr.
Olbricht summarizes, employees want
feedback, they want to be involved in the
job, and they want their supervisor to
care about them as individuals.

Hints for Employers
While each physician runs her or his
own system with regards to improving
staff relations and keeping staff mem-
bers happy, Dr. Olbricht offers some

general points for facilitating a healthy,
interactive, and cooperative atmos-
phere. 

Emphasize the Team. The first bit of
advice she provides is to emphasize “the
team” in all aspects of the job. The analo-
gy of a practice staff to a team is simple,
straightforward, and effective if imple-
mented. That doesn’t mean using artifi-
cial sports rhetoric to satisfy staff. Rather,
it involves the physician understanding
that each person plays an integral role in
the success of the practice. 

Facilitate Communication. When it
comes to resolving conflict, Dr. Olbricht
points out that the direction taken by the
physician often depends on his or her val-
ues/principles as well as the individual sit-
uation. The best thing a physician can do
is facilitate an environment in which con-
flicts occur at a lesser rate. “Holding fre-
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quent feedback meetings in which you lis-
ten to your staff members’ concerns and
comments can help to build that environ-
ment,” Dr. Olbricht says. In these meet-
ings, Dr. Olbricht emphasizes that the
physician should try to keep the proceed-
ings as open-ended as possible, which
sends the message that every voice counts
and that every one individual assists in
maintaining the practice. “Facilitating
open communication is one of the most
important things to do in realizing this
goal,” she notes. 

Encourage Cooperation. Although
the practice cannot run completely
smoothly all the time, physicians can
greatly influence the overall values and
principles by which the practice as a
whole operates. That comes through in
the quality of care each employee gives
to patients. “Not everyone will see eye
to eye, but the physician’s job is to set
the groundwork so that everyone can
cooperate and understand each other as
best they can,” Dr. Olbricht observes.
To give patients the care and attention
they deserve, staff members must first

grant that to one another. 

Build a Strong Foundation
Also integral to maintaining a good staff
is hiring the right people. Although hir-
ing good staff members that are in line
with the practice operations and values
may sometimes seem like a hit-or-miss
affair, there are some questions a physi-
cian can ask that may elucidate some of
those uncertainties, notes Dr. Olbricht.
“Asking questions about their previous
positions is always helpful, such as ‘What
kind of team were you on before?’” she
says. “Also important to ask is how the
interviewee has handled/resolved con-
flicts in the past. The interviewee’s
response should give you some indication
as to the kind of values that inform her or
his interaction with staff and patients,”
she observes. 

Of course, it’s important to remember
that there are certain questions a poten-
tial employer may not ask potential
employees, according to US Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission
guidelines. EEOC identifies primary

types of discrimination: Age; Disability;
Equal Pay; National Origin; Pregnancy;
Race; Religion; Retaliation; Sex and
Sexual Harassment.

Questions regarding a prospective
employee’s reproductive plans are off lim-
its, as are those about nationality or reli-
gion. You may ask if a candidate will be
able to fulfill the physical requirements of
a job (as outlined in the job description)
and/or if he/she will require any special
accommodations.

Getting a sense of the interviewee’s
value system and seeing how it aligns
with the atmosphere you facilitate in your
practice, while also acquiring a sense of
her or his experience and knowledge of
the job, is optimal in the hiring process,
notes Dr. Olbricht. Written job descrip-
tions are essential. They help both you
and the interviewee, because they assist in
building an understanding of each other,
and they also clearly establish expecta-
tions for both staff members and physi-
cians.  PN
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Hire Knowledge: Start Off on the Right Foot
Asking the right questions—while avoiding those queries that are off-limits—can help you
and your practice identify candidates that are in-line with the practice operations and values.

Do:
• Ask about previous positions, including “What kind of team were you on before?”
• Ask how the interviewee has handled/resolved conflicts in the past.
• Provide written job descriptions. They assist both you and the
interviewee in building an understanding of each other; They
also clearly establish expectations for both staff members
and physicians.

Do Not:
• Ask about a prospective employee’s reproduc-
tive plans, nationality, or religion. You may ask if
a candidate will be able to fulfill the physical
requirements of a job (as outlined in the job
description) and/or if he/she will require any spe-
cial accommodations. Visit www.eeoc.gov for
more details.
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