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By John Guiliana, DPM, Lynn Homisak, PRT and Hal Ornstein, DPM
Not long ago, a doctor who is established in his own practice with several employees wrote concerning an intra-office dilemma that created a bit of conflict in his office asking how best to resolve it.  

The problem: He has what he feels is an excellent assistant that is delegated a greater share of the work in the office than the other assistants.  She happens to also make substantially more money than they do. Despite the fact that he had just given her a raise, she came into the office one day last week, saw a pile of work on the counter for her do and “lost it” complaining that if she is expected to do all this work then she deserves more money.  She was so upset at the time that she just simply walked out the office and never came back that day.  The next day she called in sick.  Thinking she had quit, the office manager told her that she should turn in her key.  She denied quitting; stating that she only went home for the day and requested to speak to the doctor regarding her future employment status.  Wanting to keep her on, he insisted first that she apologize to the office manager for her actions, which she did; however, that did not seem to satisfy the rest of the staff.  The office manager, (speaking for herself and the staff), related to him that hiring her back would result in the other assistants leaving, even if she were to return with a reduction in her salary.  (They admitted knowing how much money she makes and that it was MORE than THEY make, even though they’ve been there longer).  Furthermore, they complained that she is not a team player.  His question was… should he hire her back and if he does should it be at a lower rate?  He is aware of the personality conflict between her and the other staffers and wants to do the right thing for the practice.  

A solution:  Our response to him was this.  You cannot work in an environment where such conflict exists and not expect productivity to be affected, so in order for you to move forward, this situation has got to be resolved…quickly!   The points, as we understand them, are these:

· You have an employee, who you feel is an excellent podiatric medical assistant and who gets paid quite “substantially.”  (Our question:  Forget what the others think....Do you feel she deserves the pay she is getting?) 

· You have several other employees who feel she is not worth her weight in gold. (Our question: Is this accusation due to just a personality conflict....or is there some truth to what they say?) 

· She walked out in a hissy fit because she feels she is working harder than the others (Our question: Is that action acceptable to you?) 

· You are contemplating hiring her back.  (Our question: Is having her there worth the disruption of the rest of the staff and can someone else perform her duties to your satisfaction?)

While it may be of little consolation to you, this type of conflict happens in many offices.  We hear it. We see it. Seniority, pay and personality all play a major role in the dynamics of staff.  While we would strongly encourage staff NOT to discuss salary amongst each other, it's naïve to think they don't, so your first order of business would be to BE FAIR.  Fair always wins out in the end as it can always be justified.  Salary should reflect many things in addition to performance, e.g., years employed, amount of responsibility, their level of experience and skill AND worth to the practice. These all have to be taken into account with this employee AS WELL AS the other employees via a regular (annual?) performance review, where actions are discussed face to face with the employee, documented and signed.   While an increased salary is surely an affirmation of appreciation, you should impress to staff (as early as when they are hired) that it does not have to be the "BE-ALL" reward of employment effort.   Other incentives such as a unexpected day off, leave early, tickets to a local event, etc. (which do not have to be doled out equally across the board) can be a satisfying alternative and available for a particular staff member who's had an occasional better than average work week.  “Thank you for the extra effort you put into that project, Jessica.  To show my appreciation for all you’ve done over and above your duties, enjoy a dinner at that new restaurant downtown on me!”   

If this is strictly a personality conflict and all your other staff members have a problem with her, there might be a legitimate concern that should be addressed.   In order to assess that, you need to speak with each individual employee (not as a group where they can gang up and rant and rave) but individually, to hear their specific examples of how they feel she is not a contributing team member.  Then you, as the leader and manager must decide if these negatives outweigh the positive for the practice and if they do, it might be time to consider hiring a new employee.  Ask yourself.....Is it worth upsetting the productivity of 3-4? other employees to cater to the demands of the one?  (Keep in mind, if you DO hire a new employee, the office manager should absolutely be a part of that hiring process to help eliminate future personality conflicts.)  

It seemed highly unprofessional for her to "walk out" and leave everyone, including YOU, wondering what her future intentions were.  In an attempt to try to punish her "rival" assistants, she proceeded to ignore her responsibilities to the practice and to you.  Will "losing it" become a common occurrence for her and will walking out be her preferred method of dealing with the situation should a similar one arise again?

Putting the dissension in the office aside for a moment, if you do decide that she is worth every penny you pay her, then the next thing you must do is try to convince the others of her worth to the practice, without inferring that THEIRS is trivial in comparison.   This involves good communication and change management skills.  Most likely, CRAMMING her plusses down their throats is NOT the approach you should take as this will translate into favoritism and all efforts on your part to resolve the situation will be lost.  Rather, a more tactful, more effective method might be to involve them.  Ask for their HELP in solving this dilemma and be honest.  Share the positive aspect of her work with them and your frustration with the upset that exists between everyone.  Then ask them for their input and their suggestions (short of firing her) that would work to create unity amongst everyone.  It's worth a try.

There is no denying that this will take a great deal of effort on your part and that is why you need to honestly determine....is having her there worth the current turmoil in the office?  If there are other doctors/partners in the practice, certainly talk about it with them….get their valuable input.  If not, think it out for yourself and remember, be honest.  Be open.  Be fair.  

The outcome:  The doctor talked it out with all.  Ultimately, he asked the assistant to stay, the staff seemed happy with the decision and productivity is back to normal as they know it.  We wish him continued harmony!
