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Selecting, Developing, and Retaining Top
Performers
Lori Garland Parker

Building and maintaining a financially successful orthodontic practice, as

well as a personally fulfilling journey, requires a team of employees and

orthodontist who are motivated, dedicated, and willing to contribute to the

health and wellbeing of patients, parents, each other, and the entire prac-

tice. For orthodontists to successfully engage and motivate staff, it is vital to

have the proper leadership, effective hiring and training processes, clear

performance management systems, and opportunities for team members to

develop and excel. (Semin Orthod 2011;17:267-274.) © 2011 Elsevier Inc. All
rights reserved.
I n a survey conducted for Fortune Magazine,
the Hay Group, an internationally renowned

uman resource consulting firm, confirmed that
he ability to attract and retain talented employ-
es was the most reliable predictor of overall
xcellence in business.1 Observation has shown
hat 2 weeks is insufficient time to properly find,
ire, and fully train a new employee in the pres-
nt-day high-quality orthodontic office. When a
alued employee gives notice, many orthodon-
ists admit to “hiring by fire,” hoping that this
ew person will magically work out perfectly in a
ery short period. Panic hiring frequently results
n a poor choice, causing frustration and chaos
ithin the team. Even if they were lucky enough

o hire the right person, many new employees
uit because of a lack of quality training, not
eeling like “one of the team,” or lack of feed-
ack on job performance. The following are
uidelines for wise hiring, and the proper inte-
ration of a new team member to keep them as
motivated member of the team.
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Preparing to Hire

Commonly, effective hiring is considered as the
obvious first step. However, to hire the right
person, one needs to be the right person to attract
the right people to the team. Factors to be consid-
ered are as follows:

1. Employees need to be proud to work for the
orthodontist.

2. The orthodontist should be a motivating
leader.

3. High-quality new employee training and on-
going continuing education should be pro-
vided. Timely feedback must be provided on
the work the employees are doing.

4. Every person who works in the office must be
sincerely appreciated.

5. The current team should be honored to be
working in this practice.

6. The orthodontist can use the most scientific
approaches available to determine how to
hire; however, an ideal employee is only as
good as the rest of the team. If the right
employee joins an energetic, successful, pro-
ductive team, there is a high likelihood this
person will succeed. However, if this individ-
ual finds an unmotivated, unhappy team, the
chance of successful long-term employment
is low.

7. The orthodontist and team must look for-
ward to welcoming the new hire, be enthusi-
astic about seeing this new employee succeed,

and already be confident and competent in
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268 Parker
his or her work to make the transition a good
one.

Another consideration when hiring is the
lignment of work values.2 It is important to

recognize and clarify the orthodontist’s critical
work values, demonstrate their commitment to
those values, then hire those with similar values.
Each value must be able to be clearly articulated
and behaviors demonstrate these values. Key of-
fice personnel must also be able to articulate
these behaviors. Performance discussions and
reward programs must be designed with these
values in mind in addition to the tasks on their
job description. For example, one orthodontist
may highly value how fast an employee can com-
plete his or her work; another orthodontist may
place a greater value on a warm interaction with
patients and parents with speed being of second-
ary importance.

There are many articles referencing the top
values employers look for in employees.3 Exam-

les are as follows:

● strong work ethic;
● dependability;
● responsibility;
● adaptability;
● honesty;
● integrity;
● self-motivation;
● self-confidence;
● positive attitude;
● professionalism;
● loyalty; and
● team spirit

t is important that the orthodontist make a
ustom list specific to the required values. Em-
loyers naturally value employees who are de-
endable and responsible; those who arrive on

ime ready for work, and who take responsibility
or their actions and behavior. If dependability
nd responsibility are core values for the ortho-
ontist, then the orthodontist must hold his or
er current team members responsible for being
n time and for their actions and behavior.

Assuming that the orthodontist has highly val-
ed employees who are willing to work hard and
ork smart with a positive attitude, then team
embers must be coached to be efficient and
ffective in their work. If a change in attitude
ccurs, the situation should be immediately in-
estigated.

Professional behavior includes learning every
spect of a job and doing it to the best of one’s
bility. In addition, professionals look, speak,
nd dress accordingly to maintain an image of
omeone who takes pride in their behavior and
ppearance. If professionalism is a core value,
mployees should be coached to do their very
est, and be held to appearance guidelines. Em-
loyers should also require that they treat each
ther with respect.

Employees want to feel a sense of satisfaction
n their jobs and will typically do a good job
hen they feel that the employer is fair and truly
ants to see them do well. If loyalty is a core
alue, there should be a method to demonstrate
his to the team. Feedback should be provided,
s well as constructive ways offered to manage
onflict and promote open communication on
he workings of the office. Creating a culture
hat values loyalty can use the same techniques
nd strategies to establish loyalty with patients,
nd loyalty from patients supports a healthy,
atisfying and profitable practice. Aligning an
mployee’s values with the goals of the practice
ill foster loyalty and a bond between the ortho-
ontist, the individual employee, and the entire
eam.

Job Descriptions

The cornerstone to any employment decision
begins with an analysis of the job to be filled so
that a job description can be written. This doc-
ument clearly describes the employee’s duties,
responsibilities, and performance expectations.
It is also important to clarify expectations for the
employee’s relations with other office employ-
ees, as well as with patients and parents. These
job descriptions are also used to assist with de-
veloping performance reviews. Job descriptions
must be kept current as the employee takes on
more responsibility.

Performance Measures and Standards

Once job descriptions are in place, performance
standards that describe what constitutes below-
average, average, and above-average perfor-
mance should be established. Next, one should

determine how expectations, which are outlined
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269Selecting, Developing, and Retaining Top Performers
in the job description, will be measured. This
measurement requires both objective and sub-
jective methods of assessment. In some situa-
tions it is easy to gauge performance by checking
numbers; for example, what percentage of ex-
amination patients went into treatment, the per-
centage and dollar amount of delinquent ac-
counts or an individual assistant’s percentage of
emergency and extra visit appointments.

Quantifying an employee’s coping skills, cus-
tomer service skills, or attitude is more challeng-
ing. Establish clear guidelines and measures that
eliminate potential bias and prevent evaluators
from subjectively determining what constitutes
both excellent and unacceptable behavior.

Hiring

The cost of a poor hiring decision is significant
both in financial terms and wear and tear on the
entire team. The U.S. Department of Labor es-
timates that the cost of a bad hiring decision is
30% of the first-year salary.4 Adler5 presents the
ase that the cost of a bad hiring decision for
ost positions is twice the person’s annual sal-

ry. Studies show that more than 20% of the
nformation presented on resumes is false or
xaggerated, which adds to the complexity of
he process.1

Some believe that to hire for attitude and
train for skill is the key; they believe it is not
about finding people with the right experience,
it is about finding people with the right mind-
set.6 Others believe that knowledge and experi-
nce are the key ingredients to quickly integrate
new employee. Granted, a serious hiring mis-

ake is to find someone with the right skill but
he wrong mind-set and thinking one can
hange them. However, the opposite can also be
rue. A good attitude without the innate ability
o do a particular job is also a recipe for disaster.
ot everyone can be a competent chair-side cli-
ician, just as not everyone can be a successful
ew patient coordinator or financial specialist.
owever, above a certain level, the degree of

kill (or speed or experience) becomes less im-
ortant than a candidate’s willingness to learn
ew techniques and adapt to the orthodontist’s
ay of doing things. Equally important is the

ndividual’s ability to relate to patients and par-
nts (and to the doctor and other team mem-

ers) to be able to address their individual needs
nd concerns while maintaining efficiency and
roductivity of the office.

It is also important to know what the needs of
he position entail, both in skill and personality.
or example, in many offices, a high toleration
or stress and attention to detail are 2 important
omponents for a chair-side assistant. Some or-
hodontists will also ask a perspective employee
o duplicate an archwire bend, paperclip, or
ther shape with the use of a bird beak orth-
dontic plier and a piece of wire to assess the
pplicant’s hand-eye coordination.

There are many assessment tools available to
ssist business owners with the hiring process.
or example, the DISC Profile, developed by
illiam Moulton Marston,7 is a legal and non-

udgmental tool for understanding behavioral
ypes and personality styles. This inventory pro-
les 4 primary behavioral styles, each with a very
istinct and predictable pattern of observable
ehavior. The Myers Briggs Type Indicator

nstrument8 and the Keirsey Temperament
orter9 are other examples of personality style
valuation inventories than can be used to assist
ith the hiring and retaining processes.

Finally, the practice must provide a policy
anual with a thorough description of policies

nd procedures covering everything from the
ress code and on-time policies to benefits and
ow raises are determined. Sometimes new em-
loyees have a different recollection of the de-
ails of their employment, such as when they will
ualify for a raise or how soon a paid vacation
ill be provided. By providing applicants with

he most accurate and detailed portrait of the
ffice and work expectations, misunderstand-

ngs can be avoided and the employee applicant
an make an informed decision on their own
uitability for a career in the office. Applicants
hould be encouraged to interview the ortho-
ontist as well to ensure that the hiring will be
dvantageous for both parties concerned.

Where to Find Quality Employees

The number of staff applicants for the orth-
odontic office is decreasing. To attract quality
employees, it is important to have an ongoing
plan to have a source of potential candidates
when needed. If the office is fortunate to prac-
tice near a dental assistant school or occupa-

tional center, the orthodontist should consider
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270 Parker
becoming a guest lecturer, getting to know the
primary instructors, and asking them to refer
their best students to intern in the practice. This
not only creates an opportunity to evaluate the
intern for a permanent position in the practice,
but it also provides an opportunity to evaluate
the trainer(s) to determine who has an interest
and talent in training.

Some employees who leave the practice to
stay home with their children may at some
point in time decide to work part-time or be
available when urgently needed. The ortho-
dontist should remain in contact with these
former full-time employees, perhaps inviting
them to lunch on occasion to keep them ap-
prised of the office so that if and when they
wish to return to work they will want to work
specifically with this office.

When there is an individual who may be a
good fit in the office but is working elsewhere,
providing a business card and inviting them to
make contact with the orthodontist if they
would ever be interested in changing jobs is a
good way to have people keep the practice in
mind.

In many parts of the United States, placing an
advertisement in the newspaper is an outdated
method of searching for applicants. Internet
recruiting is the fastest-growing strategy for find-
ing candidates. http://Dentalworkers.com, http://
raigslist.org, and http://monster.com are 3 ex-
mples where orthodontists have found success in
ocating prospective staff.

The office website must be up to date, moti-
ating and interesting to patients and potential
mployees alike. Some orthodontists have a
lace on their website where employment op-
ortunities are posted and advise candidates on
here they can send their resume. Resumes of
igh-level individuals who contact the office dur-

ng a nonhiring period should be kept. These
ndividuals may not always be available when a
ew staff member is being sought; however, they
ay know of others who may be interested in a

taff position.
Finally, the office must be very clean, neat,

nd attractive. Walking through the office, as a
onsultant would to evaluate the office and how
t may be perceived by the patients as well as the

taff applicant, is advisable.
Start Training and Retaining on Day
One—An Effective Orientation

New employees typically feel nervous coming
into a new office, working with new people, and
being accepted. To ease the transition and take
advantage of the opportunity to get the relation-
ship off to a good start, a quality orientation is
essential. A successful orientation assists the ad-
aptation process by helping a new employee feel
comfortable in the practice and by providing
them the information they need to be immedi-
ately productive. The biggest mistake with an
orientation is to provide only a perfunctory pro-
cess, and not being committed to the process of
helping to make the new employee successful.
Newcomers will have their employment decision
reinforced if they feel that the entire team is
truly happy to have them.

The new employee should be welcomed by
signing a welcome card or having a welcome
breakfast or lunch. Their name tag and uni-
forms should be ready if applicable. A checklist
of topics, which should be reviewed with each
new employee, should be prepared and then an
appropriate amount of time made available to
discuss these topics. The following items in a
New Employee Orientation Checklist are sug-
gested:

● Preparation (welcome letter, order uniforms,
name tag).

● Personnel file contents (job application or re-
sume, interview summary, reference check in-
formation, verification of any licenses or cer-
tifications required, Occupational Safety and
Hazard Administration [OSHA] file: hepatitis
immunization or waiver signed [if applicable],
home address, phone number, Social Security
number, emergency information).

● Complete necessary paperwork, such as Health
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act
(HIPAA), agreement receipt for their copy of
the office employee handbook, forms for payroll
and any withholdings from their payroll.

● The following practices and procedures use in
the office should be explained: hours of work
and attendance/tardiness policy, rate of pay,
payroll periods, when paychecks are delivered,
overtime rules, training or introductory em-
ployment period, employee benefits for which

employees are or may become eligible (such

http://Dentalworkers.com
http://craigslist.org
http://craigslist.org
http://monster.com
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271Selecting, Developing, and Retaining Top Performers
as: medical insurance, sick leave, vacation, per-
sonal leave, jury duty, holidays, employee ac-
tivities), other benefits the practice offers and
how much the employer will pay for each.

● General information, such as: parking ar-
rangements, where personal effects are to be
stored, and where the required employment
posters are located, should be explained.

● Copies of the employee handbook, safety plan
and direct payroll deposit request should be
provided.

● Any promotional or informational materials
that are used with the patients should be
shown to the new employee, as well as any
DVDs that have been prepared for patients to
describe the practice.

● The organization’s mission and its philosophy
of doing business should be explained. Exam-
ples may include “The way we do things
around here . . .”, “We believe that our pa-
tients and parents are . . .”, “Nothing is more
important than . . .”

lthough most of the items on the checklist can
e addressed by an office manager or other
ualified individual, it is important that the or-
hodontist is also involved. The orientation is the
est time to discuss the necessary attitude re-
uired when performing their job as this sets the
one for their tenure with the practice. It should
e a positive discussion, with questions being
ncouraged, and stressing the things that are
ruly important to the practice.

This process takes time but can clarify impor-
ant information and avoid misunderstandings.
nce the entire team has an understanding of

he importance of employee orientation, and is
ommitted to seeing the new person succeed,
he orthodontist can begin a successful process
f training.

Training

To properly prepare a well chosen new em-
ployee for success, there are 4 things that
should be addressed: effective systems, an or-
ganized training plan, time to train, and a
qualified trainer. In most practices, little em-
phasis is placed on preparing individuals for
this critical aspect of training. It is important
to have a qualified trainer in each primary

area of the practice who has the knowledge,
talent, systems, and tools to prepare a new
employee for the position.

Retaining: “You Get What You Reward”

Key employee retention is critical for the long-
term health and success of any small business.
Retaining the best employees can ensure patient
satisfaction and reduce the stress so common
among the orthodontist and the team. However,
the opposite can also be true. “Burnt-out” em-
ployees can create lower productivity and stag-
nation within the practice. Providing an atmo-
sphere in which employees stay motivated is
advantageous for all. Some important factors for
retaining talented employees include the follow-
ing:

Knowing Clearly What Is Expected Every Day
at Work

People work better when they know exactly what
is expected. Having an organized approach to
the day-to-day functions allows time and energy
to deal with the unexpected.

Ongoing Education and Quality Training

Employees need to continue to learn and grow
professionally to stay motivated and interested in
their chosen profession. Regular meaningful
continuing education and training is critical to
maintain a top-notch team.

Communication

Lack of effective communication from the or-
thodontist is usually the greatest cause for em-
ployee dissatisfaction and turnover. The best em-
ployers listen to and communicate frequently
with all employees. Communication should in-
clude group, and individual meetings. If employ-
ees know that their voices are heard and they
feel that they are part of the decision-making
process, they will be much happier, more loyal,
and more likely to support new ideas.

Performance Appraisals

The most common concern of orthodontic em-
ployees is that the orthodontist does not provide
enough feedback on their performance. They
wonder, worry, or become complacent, which

affects the quality of their work. Most orthodon-
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272 Parker
tists do not like to carry out performance ap-
praisals. However, appropriately carried out per-
formance feedback provides the missing answers
that employees are looking for which then sup-
ports their motivation to excel. Obviously em-
ployees want to hear that they are doing a good
job, but they also want to know how the ortho-
dontist truly feels about their performance and
how they can improve. It is important to learn
how to communicate effectively on a regular
basis (not just during review time) and how to
conduct fair, nonjudgmental, specific appraisals
(including self appraisals). These performance
appraisals should be conducted on a regular
basis, whether yearly or twice yearly. This should
be a 2-way relationship building conversation
rather than the orthodontist presenting ap-
praisal information. These sessions should be
followed by appropriate training, coaching and
mentoring to support employees in reaching the
next level of accomplishment.

If coaching and training does not provide the
results needed, it is important to let the individ-
ual find employment elsewhere. Firing an em-
ployee is always difficult. Terminating an em-
ployee is an unpleasant task, but retaining the
wrong individuals can negatively impact the pa-
tients, other employees, and the practice.

Compensation and Rewards

When employees perform well, they should be
well compensated. Rewards keep morale high,
generate loyalty and foster an interest in addi-
tional improvement. Closely linking raises to
performance appraisals is a highly debatable is-
sue. Regardless of how and when the compen-
sation review is carried out in the office for the
employees, an above-average appraisal deserves
acknowledgment. Employees should be consis-
tently rewarded for results.

A performance-based compensation plan that
is designed to encourage employees to behave in
ways that will result in attainment of the goals of
the practice, while also meeting the employees’
personal objectives, is ideal. Practice goals usu-
ally include growth, profitability, quality service,
efficiency, effectiveness, image, and reputa-
tion.10 To attract and retain desirable employ-
es, pay should be equal to or better than other
ompetitive offices. The pay plan must be objec-

ive and fair to all employees with rewards com- T
ensurate with contributions. The salary plan
hould encourage behaviors and attitude, such
s honesty, professional pride, continuing pro-
essional education, loyalty, thoroughness, accu-
acy, efficiency, teamwork, marketing, courtesy,
oncern for patients, self-direction, frugality,
nd long-term thinking.11 The compensation
lan is an essential element of the ability to
ompete effectively for optimal employees.

Office Atmosphere

Employee attitudes are affected by their physical
work environment. The office should be attrac-
tively decorated and pleasant. All areas should
be optimal, including the staff rest room. The
impression made on employees is just as impor-
tant as the image projected to the patients and
parents. The office must be kept clean and neat
and everyone needs to be involved in this effort.

Recognition

Numerous studies and surveys have documented
the fact that money is not always the primary
motivator for most employees (although it is
very important).11 Employees must be recog-
nized frequently for their good work to encour-
age them to repeat the performance. Praise for
an employee must always be sincere.

Teamwork

Most people enjoy being part of a successful
team. It is motivating for employees to observe
“teamwork” and everyone trying to reach the
same objectives.

Power

Some employees are motivated by influencing
others. They enjoy making decisions and being
in a position to lead and direct others. Differing
talents of the various employees should be rec-
ognized and appreciated.

Leadership

Much has been written about leadership and
reading the literature can contribute to be-
coming a more effective leader. According to
McCabe,11 there are 8 basic keys: (1) Integrity:
lways tell the truth and keep promises. (2)

rust: mutual trust is crucial for a successful
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ongoing relationship. (3) Respect: respect the
team and then they are more likely to return
respect. (4) Fairness: treat all employees fairly
and equally regardless of personal feelings. (5)
Vision: have a tireless vision, communicate it to
the team, and require that they understand and
share in the orthodontist’s excitement for the
vision. (6) Optimism: always be positive: employ-
ees should not be exposed to negativity and be
expected to excel. (Obviously it is necessary to
be realistic so they know the status of the situa-
tion). (7) Decisive: make difficult decisions. For
example, allowing an employee to perform
poorly only discourages great producers. Main-
tain credibility by behaving as employees are
expected to behave. (8) Teamwork: mutual re-
spect, courtesy, and cooperation among all must
be maintained.

Having Fun

People like to work in an environment that is
enjoyable; they can become “burned out” if the
work environment is “all work and no play.”
Companies like Southwest Airlines have come
up with creative ways for employees to have
fun.11 If the orthodontist is not naturally good at
coordinating fun activities, a key employee
should be designated to assume this role.

Rewards, Recognition, and Appreciation

Those actions that are wished to be repeated
should be rewarded. Recognizing individuals for
work well done and showing appreciation, such
as “thank you,” are strong motivators. Praise
must be specific and as immediate as practical.
The desired behaviors should be reinforced and
the undesirable ones discouraged. Giving em-
ployees gifts and scheduling time for fun activi-
ties in the community as surprises can also be
motivating.

Recently, Dental Assisting Digest asked a simple
question of their subscribers, ie, if they could
change one thing about their day at work, what
it would be. The following are the responses,
and showing appreciation is near the top:12

Shorter work hours, 7.0%
Longer lunch hour, 4.7%
More appreciation, 34.9%
Fridays off, 9.3%

Better pay/benefits, 44.2%
Retaining a Long-Term Employee

Commonly, new employees initially are moti-
vated by the team atmosphere, the excitement of
a new opportunity, and potential for rapid finan-
cial gain, to name a few. At some point, a valued
employee is at the top of their pay scale and
standard benefit potential, and the job can be-
come routine, and the orthodontist can take the
employee for granted by focusing nearly all ef-
forts on the challenges in the office. A recent
Society for Human Resource Management press re-
lease revealed the answer to the question of what
people plan to do when the job market re-
bounds. “The majority of the Human Resource
professionals and managers surveyed agreed
that turnover will rise significantly once the job
market improves.”13 Employees cited the follow-
ing 3 top reasons they would begin searching for
a new job:

● 53% seek better compensation and benefits;
● 35% cited dissatisfaction with potential career

development; and
● 32% said they were ready for a new experience.

he results of exit interviews with long-term em-
loyees have agreed with this research. Valuable

ong-term employees typically require a greater
evel of responsibility and appreciation to keep
hem challenged and feeling renewed. Hall14

has stated, “People tend to value and support
the things they help to create.” Involvement with
decision making and recommendations for im-
provement can be a great way to create an entre-
preneurial attitude, increasing pride and satisfac-
tion with the job. Other examples of successful
retention strategies for long-term employees in-
clude high level continuing education opportuni-
ties, autonomy, flexible work hours, a chance to
change positions in the practice, and a creative
benefit package that produces good outcomes for
both the office and the employee.

Conclusions

Motivating and keeping employees requires effec-
tive management practices and strong leadership
skills. Good operating systems and training are
essential. People need the proper tools and sup-
port to do their job. A performance-based com-
pensation plan rewards staff for their contribu-

tions. A pleasant work environment and positive
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culture are important. Employees should be well
paid, be provided benefits, have good work recog-
nized, and have effective communication main-
tained. Employee prospects should be well
screened to insure they complement the office.
The creation of a harmonious productive team
should be a high priority for the mutual benefit of
patients, parents and the employees themselves. A
pleasant working environment should be created.
Ultimately, the management and leadership skills
of the orthodontist will determine the success in
providing an atmosphere where employees will be
motivated to be effective and loyal.
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