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Tips for Hiring, Training and Retaining an Assistant

By Lynn Homisak, PRT

If it is a well-known fact that your assistants represent the quality of your practice, then does it not make sense to be sure your hiring and screening process be as functional as possible?    While one cannot guarantee an employee’s degree of commitment through the hiring process alone, it should still be your objective to select the best of the best – always with the anticipation that their commitment will grow the longer that they remain in your employ.   A few simple steps could help you fine-tune your approach.   

· Make Attitude your #1 Priority.  While there is a lot to be said about experience…don’t concentrate so much on what they already know, that you overlook a far more important quality: their attitude.  Look for someone who is “people-oriented;” someone who appears to be a self-motivator, a team player and a secure individual.   You can always train someone to cast for orthotics or put an occasional rest strap on a foot….you cannot train someone to be compassionate or inject warmth or happiness into your practice.  The latter provides the extra touches that helps create an environment that makes patients return to your office.  

· Utilize an Employee Hiring Worksheet during the interview process to help organize your thoughts.  It is very easy for an applicant to control and side-track you in conversation by deliberately spotlighting qualities they feel are important.  Impressive as these qualities may sound, they may not necessarily be the ones you are looking for.   A worksheet can help keep you focused on your needs by following a list of prepared questions. You should jot down all notes from the interview on this worksheet should you want to revisit the conversation at a later time.

· Clearly define job responsibilities and match people to their talents and abilities.  Establish in writing what these duties are and discuss not only YOUR expectations of this employee, but the employee’s expectations of this job as well.   This list should be reviewed with the applicant prior to starting work to get a clear picture of what the job entails before agreeing to it.  In addition, prioritize this list of duties, so that the employee understands what duties take precedence over others.

· Once hired, conduct a written employee review.  After closely monitoring your employee for 3 months, conduct a written employee review based on their initial performance and progress.  It is important to be honest as this information may be important if a termination process is in order.  Review this analysis with the employee and have then sign, date and receive a copy.  Review in another 3 months and then 6 months later.  After the first year, make employee reviews an annual occurrence.

· Get personally involved in the training process.  One of the biggest reasons an employee does not perform in a way that they are expected, is because no one takes the time to train them properly.  If you want your new employee to carry out procedures in a certain way, personally take the time to show them yourself and don’t leave out the details to save time.  The right process involves a preliminary demonstration (complete with an explanation of how and why it is important and allowing them to understand by asking questions), a monitored practice time for the employee to visualize what they’ve learned and finally allowing them to do it on their own.  

· Consider a “fair” salary.  Again, take into all accounts that these individuals will be representing YOUR office.  Always remember, you get what you pay for and if you cheat on their salary, you are only cheating yourself.  An initial trial period is instrumental in determining wages….but if your first review results in admirable progress, the salary should be reflective of it.  Recognize that bonuses, profit sharing plans, vacations, sick/personal days, medical insurance coverage can all offset actual wages and raises.

Keep in mind that retaining staff is not ALWAYS motivated by the “paycheck.”  Money, believe it or not, is not always the answer.  Motivation can simply come from working side by side with a good role model and a good manager.  Someone who listens and understands, is supportive, appreciative and pleasant to be around can provide a healthy, happy work environment.

