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B
uilding a great team is challeng-
ing, but the rewards are worth 
the effort. This article shares 
nine tips for success based on 
my experience.

NO. 1: LOOK BEYOND SKILL SETS
Early in my career, I hired people 

based on their skills, results, and expe-
rience. For example, when seeking an 
optometric technician, I looked for 
experience in a medical, optometry, 
or ophthalmology practice. I soon 
realized, however, that this approach 
did not guarantee a great team.

I now emphasize attitude, cognition, 
and habits. Does a candidate work well 
with people? Is he or she eager to learn? 
Does he or she have an excellent work 
ethic? Is he or she open to feedback? I 
can teach technician skills, but not per-
sonality. Soft skills are vitally important!

NO. 2: DON’T SETTLE
This change in hiring emphasis 

requires more training time—

something that can be hard to come 
by at a busy, understaffed practice. 
It can be tempting to hire the first 
person who comes along. It could 
costs three times a staff member’s 
salary (or more) to replace him or 
her. In other words, be patient and 
take your time. Moreover, don’t stop 
looking for new team members once 
a job opening is filled. Keep an eye 
out for excellent recruits.

NO. 3: HIRE A TEAM, NOT AN 
INDIVIDUAL

People are inclined to hire indi-
viduals they like and who are like 
them, but this can lead to an imbal-
ance. Highly successful teams include 
members with various personalities 
who complement each other. Use 
personality testing to uncover how 
candidates are wired and how their 
emotional intelligence fits with the 
duties of the positions they will fill, 
the rest of the team, and your prac-
tice culture (Table).

NO. 4: NARROW THE FIELD
Try to disqualify as many 

applicants as possible. One way is 
to break the interview process into 
several steps. For example, you could 
require a telephone interview fol-
lowed by an in-person interview and 
then a group interview with other 
team members. I have found two 
advantages to this strategy.

First, it can reveal things about can-
didates I might not otherwise discover 
during the interview process. There 
are five or six steps in my job applica-
tion process. If a candidate cannot fol-
low simple instructions, I don’t waste 
my time interviewing him or her.

Second, it involves my existing 
team members in the process. This 
creates buy-in from my team, allows 
them to contribute valuable insights, 
and sets the new employee up for 
better onboarding success.

NO. 5: PROVIDE GUIDANCE
New team members require guid-

ance to succeed. Create a clear 
onboarding process. What do you 
expect from new staff members on 
their first day on the job and by 
1 week, 1 month, 3 months, 6 months, 
and 1 year after they start? What 
should they expect from you?

Develop your team. Give feedback 
regularly, not just once or twice per 
year. According to Fred Luthans, an 
expert on organizational behavior,1 
performance feedback has the great-
est effect when:

• Feedback is solicited with positive 
affect, meaning that the person 
you are giving feedback to is 
receptive to hearing it. Is he or 
she open to development and 
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performance management? Did 
you do a good job of setting up 
the conversation?

• Feedback is delivered immediately 
after a behavior is observed.

• Feedback can be represented 
through a measurable outcome. 
It’s difficult to argue with data. 
This helps separate fact from 
fiction.

• Feedback is specific to the 
behavior targeted for change.

Ask for permission before giving 
feedback, and make sure your com-
ments are specific. “Well done” is not 
good enough.

Don’t forget to ask your team for 
feedback on how you are doing as 
well. A simple ask goes a long way. I 
do this in my one-on-one conversa-
tions with my team to find out what 
I can do to empower them. How can 
I better support them in what they 
are working on? If it’s a new concept, 
I ask if I explained it clearly enough 
and whether I can do anything else 
to help them. If it’s a new process we 

are implementing, I ask if I could have 
done anything better to help our out-
come. I find these two-sided conver-
sations to be incredibly powerful, as 
they increase our productivity.

NO. 6: INVEST IN SUCCESS
Invest in training and continuing 

education for your team. What if 
you train and invest in employees 
and then they leave? If you have ever 
asked or wanted to ask that ques-
tion, I would counter with this one: 
What happens if you don’t train 
them, and they stay?

NO. 7: EMPOWER YOUR STAFF
Don’t micromanage your staff. 

Be clear about their responsibilities 
and the outcomes you want them 
to achieve. Hold them accountable 
in terms of progress and results but 
give them the freedom to reach 
goals their way.

Encourage them to develop plans for 
how to handle barriers and setbacks. 
Research on implementation intentions 

by psychologist Peter Gollwitzer can 
be helpful here. Implementation inten-
tions are designed to help individuals 
know when, where, and how they will 
reach goals.2 For example, if your goal 
is to drink six glasses of water a day, 
your implementation intentions may 
be as follows:

• If the hand on the clock is at an 
even number, I will drink a glass 
of water.

• If I miss an even-numbered hour, 
I will drink a glass of water when 
the hand of the clock is on the 
next odd-numbered hour.

• I will keep a bottle of water with 
me at all times.

• If it is an odd-numbered hour and 
my water bottle is less than half 
full, I will refill my bottle.

NO. 8: COMMUNICATE EFFECTIVELY
How ideas are communicated 

matters. During structured meetings, 
use the phrase “yes and” instead of 
“no but.” The former is taught in 

TABLE. The Components of Emotional Intelligence at Work

COMPONENT DEFINITION HALLMARKS

Self-Awareness The ability to recognize and understand one’s own 
moods, emotion, and drives, and their effect on others

• Self-confidence
• Realistic self-assessment
• Self-deprecating sense of humor

Self-Regulation The ability to control or redirect disruptive impulses 
and moods; the propensity to suspend judgement, to 
think before acting

• Trustworthiness and integrity
• Comfort with ambiguity
• Openness to change

Motivation A passion to work for reasons that go beyond money 
or status; a propensity to pursue goals with energy 
and persistence

• Strong drive to achieve
• Optimism, even in the face of failure
• Organizational commitment

Empathy The ability to understand the emotional makeup of 
other people; skill in treating people according to 
their emotional reactions

• Expertise in building and retaining talent
• Cross-cultural sensitivity
• Service to clients and customers

Social Skill Proficiency in managing relationships and building 
networks; an ability to find common ground and 
build rapport

• Effectiveness in leading change
• Persuasiveness
• Expertise in building and leading teams

Adapted from: Goleman D. Leading by feel. Harv Bus Rev. 2004;82(1):27-37,112.
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improvisational comedy classes, but I 
find it can also effectively push conver-
sations in medical practices forward.

Encourage your staff to collaborate 
on solving problems. Also teach 
your team that conflict does not have 
to be bad; it can propel an organi-
zation forward. Use role playing to 
enable them to navigate conflict and 
teach your staff how to have tough 
conversations.3

NO. 9: INSIST ON COMPETENCE
I have been guilty of spending time 

trying to make an incompetent staff 
member a mediocre one while leaving 
competent staff members to operate 
on cruise control. It is a common mis-
take. Your energy, resources, and time 
are better spent helping a competent 
employee become a star performer. 
Truly incompetent members have to be 
released to their destiny. (Truly incom-
petent meaning that there is no seat in 

your organization where this individual 
can become competent.) Your stars 
want to work with other stars.

THERE’S NO “I” IN TEAM
As Halford E. Luccock said, “No one 

can whistle a symphony. It takes a whole 
orchestra to play it.” The most talented 
person cannot move an organization for-
ward alone. Surround yourself with team 
members who will help you achieve your 
practice goals and invest in your employ-
ees. Their success is yours. n 
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“ SURROUND YOURSELF WITH TEAM 
MEMBERS WHO WILL HELP YOU ACHIEVE 
YOUR PRACTICE GOALS AND INVEST IN 
YOUR EMPLOYEES.”
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