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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

This article is the first of two parts.

W
e communicate with every action and re-
action throughout the day, hopefully with 
respect and in the interest of collaborative 
patient care. Each of us has our own style 

and demeanor. From the recipient’s point of view, percep-
tion is reality.

This article offers recommendations, approaches, and 
strategies that can fully support and enhance your staff’s 
engagement and communication. Your “name” is on every 
conversation and correspondence relayed by every mem-
ber of your staff at every level of care. You must ensure the 
message is conveyed clearly, safely, and compassionately.

The way you communicate is accepted as your standard. 
Something as simple as saying “good morning” (and the 
way it is said) can set a precedent for the way your entire 
staff responds.

WHAT MESSAGES ARE WE REALLY 
SENDING AS WE CONVERSE 

WITH EMPLOYEES?

Whether you are speaking with one person or a crowd, be-
ing honest and sincere will show. Also keep in mind that 

the conversation most typically is about them, not you. 
Tip: This is also the perfect “in” to promote the practice 
mission and goals; if you live it and believe it, most likely, 
so will they. To further personalize staff engagement, em-
ployees should consider whether they would recommend 
the practice to a family member.

GAINING TRUST THROUGH 
COMMUNICATION

For some of the most common forms of communication, 
such as e-mails and routine office tasks, there are basics 
that can assist with a polite and concise message:
77 Include a salutation with a courteous tone affirming the 

recipient’s value and role. Even a “Thank you for your 
efforts” matters.

77 Make sure your message reflects cooperation and com-
mitment to teamwork.

77 Consider defining the timing of tasks precisely with de-
tails and parameters. “ASAP” may mean “now” to one 
person but “in the next few days” to another.

TIPS TO IMPROVE COMMUNICATION
You can improve communication in your office by imple-
menting a few simple guidelines:
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1. Avoid never-ending chain e-mails. Take the time to 
look around the corner and actually speak with some-
body face-to-face. Some of us don’t even read the sec-
ond half of our e-mails. With face-to-face conversation, 
you may get it done in one-tenth of the time and avoid 
bothering the 35 other people who were included in the 
message and are not sure whether they are expected 
to respond.

2. When you look at a person, look the person in the eye 
and greet him or her fully. That person is your focus. 
You may need to walk away from outside stimulants to 
give your full attention to that person. Put your phone, 
computer, and iPad down, and face the person you’re 
talking to. If this leads to a confrontation with some-
body, you may just have to walk away and resume at a 
different time.

3. Be a part of where you are. Engage in the conversation 
and in the meeting. You may have to resist the urge to 
check your e-mail 20 times, but doing that looks like you 
are not paying attention to the person who is talking to 
you. It’s that simple. Why am I here talking to you, trying 
to set up a payment plan, if you’re not focused on what I 
am saying? Or why am I, your staff member, trying to talk 
to you about how I can get better at my job when you’re 
not going to pay attention to me? I’m a good worker, and 
I’ll find a boss who will.

4. Break bread and bring chocolate! Have you ever noticed 
that when you share a meal or have a cup of coffee with 
someone, both of you relax just a little? This is a great 
“tool” that can actually help someone open up a little 
sooner. It can create bonds, and it’s delicious too. Try 
it! Bring some chocolate to the next staff meeting, talk 
about shared goals in a patient-centered culture, and 
watch the magic happen!

NEW MANAGER OR NEW 
TO A PRACTICE?

As an employee establishing myself as the manager 
of the practice, one of the challenges is establishing 
physician trust, which is earned in different ways with 
each provider. It is essential to meet with each provider 
individually.

AFRAID TO SPEAK UP?

When communicating with staff, our approach directly af-
fects their response. Staff can feel intimidated and hesitant 
to speak up in a dysfunctional environment. We are ter-
ritorial creatures, and this is one way to protect our jobs. 
Fears such as, “I will be passed over for a raise,” “I will be 
picked on by coworkers,” or “I will be fired” greatly affect 
employees’ responses.

BEGIN WITH TRUST AND 
AFFIRMATION

One of my best bosses told me her job was to support 
me in doing the best job I can. What a feeling! Every staff 
member should feel that strength, and that is what each of 
your employees should feel as they approach their work! 
This is also another perfect time to reflect on expectations.

MEETINGS YOU CAN COUNT ON

Consider each meeting a collective where we feed off each 
other’s ideas—and also as the foundation of your ongoing 
rapport. Establish individual and practice-wide needs and 
priorities. Display respect by beginning and ending on 
time. Be present and listen. Every employee has a voice.

COMMUNICATING DURING AN  
EMERGENT SITUATION

If, for example, there is no power and you must get in 
touch with patients, who would you ask and how would 
they be contacted? Even with the most basic first step of 
a telephone tree, do not take it for granted that everyone 
knows their role and what to do next. This is no time for a 
dress rehearsal. Be prepared and improve timing by clearly 
spelling out delegated responsibilities and steps that staff—
including physicians—should take during an emergency.

All staff should be aware of and confirm their roles in an 
emergency and take simple and effective steps to continue 
patient care and address the practice’s most urgent needs. 
A debriefing after an emergency can substantially improve 
processes when all minds are still in “What can we do bet-
ter next time?” mode.

TRUST

One Common Bond and the  
Trust Has Begun
Meeting for the first time with staff? Listen first—this is 
their time with you. This person must be your universe 
right now. Whether this meeting is an introduction or re-
viewing policies, any topic you think best is a good way to 
get started to establish “like” goals.

Take notes, ask questions, and write down the answers. 
Sincerity is essential. A forced concern or compliment is 
easy to see through, with the rest of the conversation pos-
sibly received with a grain of salt.

Let Go and Trust
As you work with staff and peers, communicate your respect 
by allowing them to do their job in a professional manner. 
There’s nothing better than being able to assign someone a 
task, knowing it will be done well in a timely manner.
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You have taken the time to work with staff members, so 
reflect that and allow them to go for it!

Too Much Trust?
I was so proud that my lead physician trusted me to the 
extent that he would sign anything I gave him that needed 
a signature. I loved that he supported my decisions re-
garding the practice. But where should we draw the line? 
Along with checks and balances, it is our role to define the 
boundaries as well as maintain a level of equilibrium, not 
one-sided conversations, as we work together.

This does not weaken our stance and position as the 
leader of the practice. It, in fact, reinforces our role, be-
cause these boundaries display respect for providers who 
now look at us as peers. In thinking about your history 
with physicians and staff, consider the times or occur-
rences where you gained trust. What was the initiating 
factor? Had you done something specific, performed 
everyday operations, or both? Were you an already es-
tablished employee? Was there a crisis? What was it that 
clinched it for you?

OUR ROLE AS A LEADER IS TO AFFIRM 
THE VALUE OF EACH STAFF MEMBER

Hire the best. And keep them! Your best employees will 
look for progress. If they don’t find it with you, they will 
go elsewhere.

Performance Evaluations
In a performance evaluation, achievements as well as goals 
should be documented by both you and the employee. Use 
system reporting and other benchmarking to assist with 
future goals, and note successes accomplished in the last 
year. It’s always good to affirm each staff member’s role 

and value as well as holding the carrot out in front to entice 
the employee to improve!

This is the employee’s moment with you; there must 
be no disruptions so that this becomes an opportunity to 
truly communicate. This is also an opportunity to identify 
redundancies in job duties and to further define the em-
ployee’s role.

Conversations That Count
One of my model recommendations with every office is a 
slated time, at least twice a month and more often if pos-
sible, for the lead physician(s) and the administrator to 
review revenue cycle, cash flow activity, staffing, and pa-
tient issues. It is imperative that leaders learn how to com-
municate with each other frequently and with ease. When 
the hard conversations come up, we must be able to speak 
with respect and understanding. Watch communication 
improve as patterns and issues are identified sooner for a 
more proactive approach.

“If it’s important to them then it’s important to you.” 
Determining the priority from that point is up to you. I 
know it is hard to find the time. Please offer the “welcome 
mat”—a must for managers. If you are not available at 
that exact moment, but employees feel you are available 
to at least designate a time to meet, you are still present 
in their minds. You can determine the urgency. The point 
is that they feel you are accessible and supportive. That is 
big, and carries far with employee engagement, loyalty, 
and communication.

When you meet, consider comparing the attention 
you are giving to your employee to that you would give a 

The Main Points and Goals
The following are examples of policies essential to 
communication, especially when there is a conflict or 
controversy:
1. Establish and clarify the most essential points of com-

munication in getting the best message to the correct 
person at the appropriate point of care.

2. Establish a clear hierarchy.
3. Let go and trust.
4. Create a learning culture with regularly scheduled 

meetings that support communication with continu-
ous access to peers and providers  

5. Maximize staff members’ potential engagement by 
acknowledging their value.

6. Show respect. All conflicts should be addressed in 
private.

Let’s Talk! Exercises to Use 
with Your Team Members

77 Please discuss the kind of meetings you have, who is 
present, and how often these meetings take place. 
Also, please note if nothing gets done how you would 
improve it, and if you do get things done, please 
share that.

77 What is your preferred method of communication 
with staff?

77 How would you respond to a compliment? How 
would the comment “You look very nice today” feel 
from a person of the same gender and from a differ-
ent gender?

77 How would—or should—you tell a staff member that 
they have body odor?

77 What are some barriers to communication in your 
office? These barriers can be physical barriers, or bar-
riers caused by communication style. (Anything that 
gets in your way of communicating can be considered 
a barrier.)
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patient—the approach should be the same when an em-
ployee needs you to hear something.

We all need to know exactly where we stand. What bet-
ter place to have a conversation than where someone is the 
most comfortable and confident? Go to and spend time in 
their space. Listen and look for nonverbal cues. Let them 
show you what they do. Pride goes a long way! And as each 
one asks you questions regarding his or her role, be clear 
regarding the practice’s expectations and protocols.

Clear and respectful communication relays a profes-
sional trust that will only enhance the employee’s loyalty 
toward you as a leader and the practice as a whole.

Exit Interviews
Conduct an exit interview whenever you can. It is an op-
portunity for the employee to say what he or she may have 
been hesitant to say in the past. Employees often feel freer 
to speak as they are walking out the door, offering informa-
tion that can be truly enlightening.

PERSONNEL AND THE MANUAL

The employee manual offers ethical parameters that are 
appropriate for your practice and culture. Beginning with 
the mission statement, all the way through to professional 

attire and behavior, this is your opportunity to define how 
the staff interrelates in providing patient care. Spell it out! 
Have a professional review your manual for most current 
workplace topics and protections.
Although often disregarded, the manual is one of your most 
important communicators within your practice. Everything 
in the following list should be included:
77 Your practice’s mission statement;
77 Professional attire and behavior;
77 Policy regarding concealed weapons on the premises;
77 Gender identification rights;
77 A clearly defined hierarchy to follow when reporting any 

issues and concerns;
77 An anonymous way to report fraud and embezzlement;
77 Grounds for termination and how it may affect vacation 

and sick time accrued.

Each employee reads the manual, then signs and re-
turns a statement acknowledging they understand their 
responsibilities and the rewards and repercussions of 
performance.  Y
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