HELP WANTED: Slackers, Whiners, and Jerks!
by Kristin Baird, RN, BSN, MHA

Great pay and benefits, low expectations, no accountability, and you’re likely to get
promoted soon.
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Since the mid-1990s, Baird has
helped healthcare organizations
nationwide improve the patient
experience and enhance
organizational culture. Baird's
culture assessment and diagnosis
include experience mapping,
medical mystery shopping, and
focus groups to reveal the real
customer experiences within your
organization. Using your patients'
experiences, Baird and her team
prescribe critical next steps for
improving patient satisfaction and
HCAHPS scores.

You wouldn’t expect to see an ad like this, and yet, if you’re not careful, this might be
exactly what you are attracting and retaining in the workforce.
If you frequent healthcare organizations as I typically do, you’re likely to experience a
range of encounters—hopefully more good than bad. Unfortunately, some of my
recent experiences have been more bad than good. You’d think that with my extensive
experience in healthcare—as a nurse, an administrator, and now a consultant—I would
have seen it all and there wouldn’t be much that could still shock me. And yet there is:
• Staff who walk right past full urinals on the over-bed tables without making a
move to empty them shock me.
• Physicians and other clinicians who fail to express empathy—or worse who
express disdain—for their ailing patients shock me.
• Staff who ignore patient and family needs while they tend to their own shock
me.
• Poor attitudes and rude behaviors that are allowed to persist shock me.
• Staff members who continually whine and complain about the amount of
work they have right in front (or perhaps to) patients shock me.
You’ll notice that the examples I’ve listed here aren’t evidence of clinical incompetence
as much as they are evidence of failure by the individual to care and failure of leaders
to hold these individuals accountable. I don’t know which is worse! The failure to care
and connect on a human level with the very person seeking care is an egregious failure
on the part of the organization. After all, our patients are turning to us when they are
sick and, often, frightened. And at times, rather than helping them, we may cause
them additional stress and frustration through the experiences they are having with
staff who are supposedly there to help them.
Lately, my experiences (and there have been many) have made me wonder if some of
these organizations are literally recruiting slackers, whiners, and jerks—because that’s
who seems to be on their staff! But I know this can’t be so. There are very likely some
common reasons for why their staff creates such a negative patient experience: 1)
Poor hiring screening, 2) No clear standards (expectations), and 3) Lack of
accountability. Yet there have been some moments of hope thanks to shining stars.
In addition to the slackers, who appear to be many, I’ve also encountered a number of
individuals who try to “make up for” the lack of caring, concern, and commitment of
their colleagues. Many of these individuals have been nurses. Some have been
doctors. All have made a lasting impression. Still, they shouldn’t be placed in a position
where they have to make up for something lacking on the part of their colleagues. A
good staff person, regardless of the role, can make up for so much—but shouldn’t
have to! These good staff members shouldn’t be the exception; they should be the
rule. And the only way to build a culture of consistency is to hold every person
accountable to a high standard and be brave enough to terminate those who are
unwilling or unable to uphold the service standards.
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You may be thinking that this situation can’t exist at your healthcare organization. I
hope you’re right, but I’d be willing to bet that you aren’t. In fact, I frequently ask
leaders if they would be willing to bet even 5 percent of their salary on whether or not
patients get a consistently positive patient experience throughout every department of
the organization. Not once have I had anyone challenge me or take me up on those
odds. I’d bet that if you walked the halls of your healthcare facility as a patient or
visitor, you would find pockets of these same kinds of negative behaviors I describe
above.
How do you combat these behaviors? Don’t allow it! Stop hiring—and by all means
stop retaining—slackers, whiners, and jerks. Point out behaviors that fall below
standard. Tell them what you expect vs. what you’re getting. Coach them to change
their behaviors, or help them find new opportunities elsewhere! Your patients demand
and deserve it. And your reputation depends on it.
Remember: What you permit, you promote…. More about that next month.
Phone communication is an essential part of the patient experience and is often the first part of
the patient experience. In just seconds, your patients are deciding if you are friendly,
knowledgeable, concerned, and willing to help. In fact, research shows that after just a 2-minute
phone encounter, patients are clear about whether or not they would return to your organization
or recommend it. Patients rely on phone encounters to make appointments and seek clinical
advice. Other callers rely on phone encounters to gain vital information about a loved one. In
both situations, it’s important that you create a positive, trust-building experience. To engage
your staff in essential phone skills, look toward the tips and tools in You’ll Have Them at “Hello”:
Phone skills that will WOW your callers every time. For only $199, you’ll receive the following: the
video recording, presentation slides, a transcript of the recording, a participant guidebook, a
moderator guidebook, a quality assurance tool, and additional handouts! This session is also
available as a live training workshop.
To learn more about the Baird Model for Service Excellence, employee engagement or leadership
development workshops, or to sign up for her FREE newsletter, write to info@baird-group.com.

Copyright Use

Want to use this article in your e-zine, newsletter, or on your Web site? You may, as long as you
include the following statement:
Nurse, author, and consultant Kristin Baird, "Healthcare’s Customer Service Guru," is
the author of Raising the Bar on Service Excellence: The Health Care Leader’s Guide to
Putting Passion into Practice (Golden Lamp Press, 2008), Reclaiming the Passion:
Stories that Celebrate the Essence of Nursing (Golden Lamp Press, 2004), and
Customer Service In Healthcare: A Grassroots Approach to Creating a Culture of
Service Excellence (Jossey Bass, 2000). The Baird Group provides consulting, mystery
shopping, and training services for improving the patient experience. To learn more,
please visit http://baird-group.com or call 920-563-4684.
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