Sustaining Operational Excellence 

Employee Selection and Early Retention

This article is last in a Studer Group series on how to sustain gains in operational excellence. A culture of service and operational excellence attracts and retains talented staff; financially out-performs the competition; has excellent clinical outcomes; is growing according to plan; is full of employee-generated ideas for improvement; and maintains patient, employee, and physician satisfaction at high levels. 

In building a culture of excellence, the following six key activities should be implemented to ensure maximum effectiveness, and must be built on a solid foundation where top management supports the culture by modeling the desired behavior to staff. We call these items the Must HavesTM.

The Must HavesTM are:

· Rounding for outcomes,

· Employee thank you notes,

· Employee selection and early retention,

· Discharge phone calls,

· Key words at key times, and

· Aligning leadership evaluations with desired outcomes.

These Must HavesTM will position your organization for improved patient, employee, and physician satisfaction. Satisfaction improvement in these areas will lead to increased volume, decreased length of stay, better clinical outcomes, and better staff retention which leads to better bottom lines. 

Employee Selection and Early Retention

In working with organizations across the country, I have found that keeping valued employees is key to building a great culture and getting great results. However in research we have found that over 66 percent of turnover occurs in the first year of employment and half of that within the first 90 days. So how can we keep the people that we worked so hard to recruit, by focusing on the employee selection and first 90 days of employment and in particular:

· Employee selection through peer interviewing,

· Behavioral based questions, and

· Thirty- and 90-day retention meetings with the direct supervisor.

Employee Selection

In my work in helping organizations create better places for employees to work, I have found that this process starts at selection. Ultimately, our goal is for employees to act as ''owners'' of the organization. In my view, selecting the right person is not based on a gut feeling, but comes from a disciplined approach. That’s why it’s crucial to incorporate structured peer interviewing into any hiring process in order for the employee selection to be effective.

Once the candidate has filled out the application, the interviewing and peer interviewing can begin.

Peer Interviewing

Peer interviewing is a process of evaluating job candidates that involves two components:

· The human resources department in screening job applicants for a fit to the position in skills, and

· The department manager and a group of the applicant’s peers in screening for a fit to the organization culture.

Peer interviews do not take away the power of the manager to hire someone he or she prefers. Instead, I have found that it offers the manager the additional input of the people who will usually work closely with the candidate on whether the candidate will ''fit'' in with the culture and the work environment.

Why Do It?

Studer Group has found that peer interviewing reduces turnover for two reasons:

1. It increases the accuracy of a ''cultural fit'' between the candidate and the organization.

2. It fosters a sense of investment on the part of the candidate’s peers – they are more likely to support the new hire’s success when they make the recommendation to hire.

Most employees are aware that the quality of the staff will ''make or break'' an organization. Peer interviewing gives employees the power to support the goals of the organization by choosing good staff. Allowing employees a voice in this process increases employee satisfaction by emphasizing the respect the management has for their experience and skill.

How Does It Work? 

I recommend that a hiring process that includes peer interviewing has four components:

1. Reviewing the job description. Start with a solid job description of duties and skills needed. Then, using selected questions from the Studer Group list of behavioral based questions (see March’s Tool of the Month on www.studergroup.com for a complete list) and the job description, human resources screens the applicants with the leader conducting initial interviews. If the applicant is acceptable to the leader, peers are selected to interview. 

2. Preparing for the interview. Select the peers who will be working most closely with the person or receiving service from the position. We have found this process works well when only one person from one area is involved. For example, unless the position available is for a finance person, only one person from the finance area is necessary. Two to four interviewers is a good number. I feel a group of five is too many. 

3. Use approved behavioral based questions. Each person selects a few to ask. The goal of this interview is to listen, not talk. The talking can come later.

4. Conducting the interview. Use an approved rating scale. We recommend a 1-5 scale, with 1 being ''Not a good hire,'' and 5 being ''What a find!'' Each person including the person hiring rates the applicant, using the rating scale developed by your organization. The team leader acts as a facilitator by taking all rating sheets to the manager. This way, the manager can go back to the staff afterward and find out if the candidate behaved differently in the interviews and compare/contrast. For example, a group of four peers interview a candidate. Immediately after the interview, each peer interviewer fills out his/her own rating sheet in private. Each interviewer then brings his/her rating sheet to the team leader. The team leader then brings all five rating sheets, including his/her own to the manager.

5. Making the selection. A candidate should not be forwarded on to the peer interview if the manager or person hiring can't live with them on the team. If a manager or person hiring does not agree with the peer interview team’s first selection, I would suggest that the person hiring goes with the staff choice. 

For instance, about three years ago, I got a note from a leader who said staff did not pick the candidate that she would have selected. This leader went with the staff's selection almost to prove them wrong. She wrote that it was her best hire ever. The goal of peer interviewing is that you send through to the peers all people that you would be pleased to have on board.

Final Tips for Implementing

I always recommend that organizations pilot the peer interviewing process in a strong department of your organization before rolling out to the rest of the organization. This will help get out all of the kinks before moving forward.

Behavioral Based Questions

Studer Group has found that past behavior is the best predictor of future performance. We recommend concentrating on questions that ask how a candidate would ACT as opposed to how they would feel. Each member of the peer interviewing team can choose the questions or areas he/she will ''own,'' such as communication skills. Each team member can choose behavioral based questions that pertain to his or her ''area.'' We recommend that the areas covered be dictated by the job description – all characteristics critical to success should be examined. 

In my work, I have found a peer interview rehearsal is helpful. Before a candidate has arrived, your team can rehearse the peer interview so that all team members feel comfortable and confident in their questions. During the rehearsal, the team members should look at the job description and be certain they have covered critical skills. Ask open-ended questions that promote explanation, such as ''tell us about a time when you...'' or ''how did you handle...'' rather than closed-ended questions that can be answered with just yes or no. 

You can find a full listing of behavioral based interview questions on the Studer Group Website at www.studergroup.com under as March’s Tool of the Month. Typically, once your selection has been made after the peer interviewing process, the organizations we work with at Studer Group build in employee retention programs during the first 90 days to decrease employee turnover.

Early Retention

We find that organizations do a good job with group orientations or follow-up one-year reunions for new employees. While that is effective and especially helps senior leaders to integrate, we find the most important meetings are the ones between the manager and the employee. For example, an employee may have a successful orientation, but if certain issues are not resolved in his/her department or unit, they are generally not mentioned or brought up at the reunions or general meetings. 

The first purpose of the manager-new employee retention meeting is to find out how the new employee is adjusting to the new job. In my experience, I have found that the new hires leave in the first 90 days if they are going to leave at all. That is why these ''check ins'' in the first 90 days are so critical. 

The second purpose is to get a sense of how you are doing as an employer. You can gain valuable information from these new hires by asking how you can improve on the employee hiring and orientation process, so that future recruits can have the best possible experience.

The Difference Between the 30 and 90 Day Meetings

Meeting with a new hire at 30 and 90 days will encourage future communication as well as provide feedback that will help improve the workplace and enhance retention. Specifically the objectives at 30 days are to establish a relationship from early on and get information/feedback so it can be applied before 90 days. I have found the key point for these meetings is for a leader not to accept ''fine'' as an answer – dig deeper. The objective at 90 days is to provide feedback on the answers to the questions and suggestions from the 30-day retention meeting. For example, ''John, we really appreciate your suggestion to add umbrellas to the contrast drinks radiology that you did in your last job. The rest of the team (specifying names here is good managing up/team building) tells me how much they like your ideas and enjoy working with you. Thank you for being part of our team.''

How Does It Work?

First, let the employee know you will be meeting with him or her at the 30 and 90 day marks to discuss how he or she is doing. Be sure to ask these new employees not to wait, however, if there is any way you can be of help in the meantime. To get the most out of these 30- and 90-day retention meetings, we suggest that the direct supervisors use the following questions:

· How do we compare with what we said in your interviewing process?

· Based on your past experience, what systems or ideas do you feel could improve our operations?

· Have any individuals been really helpful to you?

· Are there any reasons/situations that are occurring that would make you think about leaving?

It is important that the supervisor reviews the questions before the meeting to prepare. Close by summarizing the purpose of the meeting, such as, ''We realize that having the right people is the key to having the best place to work and providing the best care to our patients. I want to make sure we are doing everything we can to assist you in being successful here at ABC Hospital. We want this to be the best place you ever work.'' 

To continue to enhance retention, there are three questions we need to periodically ask employees in small groups:

1. What are we doing well?

2. Are there things we are doing that we could be doing less of?

3. Are there things we need to do more of?

In short, when employees know that their feedback is valued and encouraged, employee satisfaction increases and turnover goes down.

Conclusion

By hardwiring this must have of employee selection and early retention in your organization, we are focusing on retention from the start. Employees will feel valued and supported by their leader and peers. The new employee will also be better prepared to contribute to the organization’s goals. The manager will know the time involved in the interview process was well spent, and the staff will feel ownership in making this employee a productive, valued member of the team. With these prescriptive actions of peer interviewing and early retention, everyone wins. 

Thanks for the difference each of you makes. 

Quint 

