Managing Performance Dilemmas

A physician has just left your office. He came by to inform you one of his A positive patients had been given Rhogam after delivering her baby. Needless to say, he and the patient were upset. And, he wanted an explanation. You promised to get back to him as soon as you had all the pertinent information collected and analyzed. As you gather your thoughts, and prepare for a potential confrontation with your Blood Bank technologist, the little voice within reminds you of how hard it is to find qualified techs and that everyone is already working extra to cover the open position you have. As you head to the Blood Bank, you hope and pray the error was caused by someone other than your tech.
What would you do in this situation? My suggestion is you prepare for it before it ever happens. Establish policies for technical errors, rules infractions, inappropriate behavior, etc. and then communicate them to all employees. This permits a more objective response rather than a subjective reaction. Plus, employees cite consistency and fairness as two top reasons they stay, or leave an organization. Because laboratory errors have the possibility of being fatal, some require a zero tolerance policy and consequences such as suspension for the first infraction that is proven to be tech error and termination for the second. Others, such as tardiness, eating in the laboratory or conducting personal business during work hours warrant lesser consequences such as a verbal, then written warning, with progressive discipline if behavior does not improve. No manager I have worked with likes to discipline an employee and find it even harder to terminate a person. Yet, these are all part of being the boss.

When a problem situation is reported to you, create an action plan before you leave your office (except in cases of emergency!) It is your role to be a detective, CSI in action! Do NOT ass-u-me anything, nor jump to conclusions. Keep in mind it could be a process problem, a human error or a technical failure. Or, a combination of all three. Again, having prepared a list of potential contributing factors (when was preventative maintenance last performed? Who drew the specimen? What medications was the patient receiving that could interfere with test results? Etc.) ahead of time will help you think and act more clearly. If your emotions are getting the best of you, before you start your investigation, take a time out. Take three deep breaths and feel your feet on the floor to calm your mind and body before leaving your office.
As managers, we all have times we need to have those difficult conversations with employees and sometimes make the gut wrenching decision an employee must be terminated. All too often I have seen managers keep employees longer than it is healthy, for anyone. Why do we do this? Because we are human beings with feelings. We care about those we work with. We work side-by-side with this person. We want to maintain our friendship. Bottom line: we want to be liked! And, in this time of tech shortages and increasing demands on our time and resources, we know it is not easy to find another employee, let alone a good employee. We worry about the effect it will have on our patients, our employees and ourselves to be short-staffed. Yet, as the boss, we also know leadership is about growing people and managing relationships and resources for the best outcomes for all. 
Let’s look within first. What role have you played in the development of this situation? Have you ignored previous signals because you do not like conflict or confrontation? No one does, but avoiding it only allows a small problem to grow until it becomes a crisis. Remember, errors made in the laboratory can be deadly. Are you more relationship than task motivated, so you have delayed directly confronting minor errors? This insight can help you change your habits. To stay focused on the issue not the relationship, write out your “script” and practice it before approaching the employee. Maybe you do not like being the bearer of bad news. I do not know any one who does like to tell others information that makes them unhappy. Yet, as the boss, you are responsible for the results and the people who create the results. The longer you delay, the more the stress mounts for everyone and the situation grows exponentially in your mind. Addressing problems as they arise on a consistent basis prevents a build up of stress until you blow, and others seek cover. Maybe you procrastinate because you do not want to be on the receiving end of another’s anger. At these times, it is important to keep the discussion focused on the action, not the person. You are not criticizing the individual, only the error. Develop a win-learn attitude rather than thinking of it as win-lose. Be sure to be honest, timely in your follow-up and diligent in keeping proper documentation.
What can you do to prevent mistakes from occurring? Do some preventive maintenance. Make sure to clearly define and communicate performance expectations. Have them in writing so all can read them. Think about performance reviews. Have you been honest with each person about his performance? If not, you are creating problems, potentially with legal implications. This situation is just what happened with one of my clients who is the VP of Human Resources at a large medical center. She expressed her frustration with the situation she found on arrival. Because of the medical personnel shortages, the hospital had bent over backwards to be employee centric. Poor performers were consistently and persistently given very good performance reviews. When she set new objective performance standards, many employees were surprised and angry when they received poor ratings. Much emotional turmoil, lost productivity and legal expense took place that could have been avoided if the truth had been told. People do not like negative feedback or critical reviews. Yet, they like lying even less. This leads to a lack of trust which erodes relationships and marginalizes results. 

How do you best help all your employees, your organization and yourself? My recommendation is to concentrate the majority of your time and energy with your top performers. The second most common reason people tell me they quit a job is they did not feel recognized or appreciated. Spend time with your employees and praise them for good work. Acknowledge their extra time and efforts. Be specific and timely in your accolades. Be sure to say thank you when warranted. Look for what people are doing right and compliment them for it. Keep in mind, what gets noticed is repeated! A high performing team takes less of your time and builds energy. Everyone goes home from work energized rather then exhausted. And, people want to work with you and for your organization.
Stop attitude viruses in their tracks. One bad apple really can spoil the whole basket. It only takes one person one week to infect up to 100 people. Poor morale causes high performers to look elsewhere for a better place to work. Most managers look at turnover rate and fret over high ones. What you need to realize is turnover itself is not a core problem. In fact, turnover serves an important purpose, even in tight job markets, because it allows organizations to rid themselves of the people that are not serving the greater good of the company. In Built to Last, Jerry Porras and Jim Collins talk about what makes great companies. One of these elements is a strong culture developed by the rapid departure of people who do not fit into the culture of the company.1 Those people, and the organization, are best served by finding a company where they can fit, and thrive. When a company artificially keeps people who do not belong, it creates a problem you as a manager should be more worried about – a culture of mediocrity and blandness. Blandness occurs when a company decides it must retain all of its employees. To do that, it tries to please everyone. Flex hours, telecommuting, self-managed teams? If that’s what the employees want, we have to give it to them, Or they’ll leave! After all, we need to maintain a low turnover rate!!!

This is costly, and not just from a financial perspective. A “please everyone” strategy creates an environment where even poor employees do their best to stay so they can ride the gravy train. When these below average employees stay, your high performers start looking for work places that reward innovation, creativity and passion. When your key people leave, mediocrity is not far behind. What is more critical to your company’s success is the retention rate, especially of high impact people. Your biggest challenge is to place your emphasis on retaining high performers – the top 20% - and run your laboratory in a way that keeps them engaged and motivated. Not only will your organization perform better following this strategy, it will be a workplace for people who have high standards and share the organization’s vision and values.

The most expensive mistake we make is not terminating employees who are not serving the organization. Most people who are causing problems are doing so because they are not getting attention in a positive way (appreciation, recognition). Do you ignore these circumstances and hope it goes away? “When you live in hope it is usually because you are avoiding reality.”2 “Aren’t you really afraid to take decisive action to change the situation? If the problem is skill centered, provide training. If the problem is attitude – be SPECIFIC about what you expect and a time frame for change. Is the employee a good worker, but in the wrong job? Help her find the right position for her, even if it is in another organization. 

Understand the employee is really the one who chooses to terminate himself. You can give a person the training and tools necessary to do the job well, but you cannot make him do it. If he chooses to continue with unacceptable behavior, or to NOT make the required changes, let him go. If you are still procrastinating, ask yourself “What would my life be like if this person leaves?” And, “What will my life be like if he stays?” Our gut rarely misdirects us!
Bosses must do things that do not mix well with friendships, whether that means discussing performance problems, completing appraisals, or even giving recognition. It is hardly possible to both supervise employees and be friends to them. It also becomes easy to put off or simply avoid having difficult conversations with friends, which means you are not doing your job in the necessary manner. Or, to the best of your abilities. As the boss, strive to be respected by doing both the necessary and important things. Odds are, you’ll also be appreciated and a boss people love to work with.
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