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LEARNING



Growth Conference
Instructions


There are few management tasks more difficult than sitting down with another human being to discuss his or her strengths and weaknesses.  Most practices don't use growth conferences (performance appraisals) at all because of this very reason.

Our experience shows that, of the few who do utilize growth conferences, most do a poor job - resulting in poor results.  This is unfortunate because growth conferences can be valuable tools in establishing a healthy, successful practice in which all team members, including the doctor, can grow and mature.  Growth conferences can be one of the best tools a practice has for motivating team members and increasing their effectiveness.

Growth conferences are usually based on numerical rating systems, qualitative assessments, or combinations of the two.  Although these systems are supposed to be objective, they are really quite subjective.  Differences in job content and evaluators can often make an enormous difference in the way an employee is evaluated.

We strongly encourage the use of a goal-oriented growth conference system.  In this way, the doctor and the team member agree on objectives at the time of the conference, then evaluate the progress made toward those objectives at the following appraisal.  

There are several advantages to this system:

· By allowing the team member to participate in establishing objectives, they more enthusiastically accept the responsibility of meeting these goals because they feel a sense of ownership in them.

· This system is very clear about precisely what is necessary to achieve these goals, making it easier for the team member to achieve them.

· Even though this method is largely qualitative, it eliminates the subjectivity problems inherent in numerical rating schemes.  The objectives are either met or they are not.

As these growth conferences are performed in your practice, keep the following points in mind:

1. Separate the discussions of compensation from performance.  When these are done at the same time, the focus of each party is on very different and opposing ideas.  The manager is focused on whether the raise they are thinking of giving the employee at the end of this discussion will be enough to meet their expectations and they are often concerned that if it doesn’t (or they don’t offer one at all), there will be a drop in job enthusiasm and performance.  The employee is focused on whether they will get the raise they believe they are due.  With these two different objectives, neither is focused on the most important job at hand which is how both can improve and serve each other and the business better.  The anticipation each person has of this compensation discussion over-shadows everything that is said prior to it… and everything that is said is filter through the question of “what does this mean in terms of my raise.”  Rarely do both employer and employee perceive work performance the same so this system just reinforces not only how differently we see things but also reinforces the idea that growth only has to do with compensation instead of being an important part of the leadership culture of this team and business.  

a. Separating these ideas is done in a variety of ways … sometimes just by simply stating that they will be done at separate times.  However, one of the most popular ways is to create and present a compensation plan that includes a modest cost of living raise for everyone every two years (at a minimum) along with an incentive plan that fairly shares business growth with employees throughout the year, if it is achieved.  In other words, any major raise is given to the employees by the employees themselves.  
2. Maintain consistent frequency.  At a minimum, growth conferences should be pre-scheduled on an annual basis and performed more often on an as-needed basis.  This should be a permanent part of pre-planning for your business year just as you do for holidays, vacations, CE courses, and business events.  If you want real growth in your people, you have to invest in that growth in a variety of ways… this is one of them.  You communicate your commitment to a strong leadership culture when you pre-schedule these meetings each year and do not make your employees come to you asking for them to be scheduled.  

3. Bring a job description to the conference.   Remember that you are reviewing your employee against a current job description and tasks list, if you have them.  These are often necessary for clarification and frequently these conferences will create changes to the job descriptions so it’s important to have a copy handy.  If you do not have job descriptions created… don’t worry.  You’re not alone.  Ask the employee to bring their assessment of their current job to the next meeting and that can be used as the foundation of creating the documents.  
4. Use your growth conference form as a guide.  You’ll notice there are three forms in the system I’m recommending.  The one titled, “Employers Form” is to be completed by the employer or manager concerning the employee’s performance.  The second one entitled, “Employee’s Form” is to be completed by the employee concerning their performance as well as feedback for their manager on their leadership effectiveness.  The third form, titled, “Memorandum” which is an optional “360 degree” style form to be given to all other team members with whom the employee works on a regular basis.  These are to be completed as anonymously as possible in a sealed envelope directly to the manager by the due date given.  All of these forms should be given to the respective persons at least one to two weeks prior to the scheduled conference.  
5. Write your assessment:  When you sit down to complete your Employer’s Form as an assessment for your employee, you’re task will be to identify no less than three – no more than four areas were the employee is meeting or exceeding your expectations with specific examples wherever possible.  Likewise, on the next page, you’ll specify no less than three – no more than four areas where you would like the employee to show improvement …. Again being very specific about exactly how that improvement would look.  This is all you need to do in advance.  You will be deciding the action plan and next review period together.  
Once you’ve filled out the paperwork, you’re now ready for the actual discussion.  As you can imagine, if we want the outcome we described earlier, it is critical that we structure the conversation carefully to create a space for positive growth.  Here are some tips on how to do it well… 
6. Be very specific.  People want straight talk and they need specifics if they are going to fully understand what we need from them to improve and succeed.  When completing the forms, be specific in citing examples and avoid generalizations when writing your review.  For example, don’t simply say, “You need to be more professional.”  This is a highly subjective statement.  You will mean one thing … but your employee will likely interpret or understand another.  Use more specific dialogue in both written and verbal forms.  
For example, “As we discussed earlier, I know we both want the same things:  A smooth-running, highly-professional practice.  In terms of professionalism, there are three areas where I would like to see improvement from you:  1) Please be on time at 7:40 for work every day.  Over the last 40 days, you were here after 7:30 on 8 of those days.  2) Please review and adhere to our dress code.  Your hair should be pulled back from your face all day, every day as well as wearing shoes that look new and impeccably clean which would mean no scuff marks or worn spots.  I’ve brought some photos to show you the difference I’m speaking of.  3)  Proofread your work for errors before giving it to me to approve.  I’m specifically looking for improved grammar, spelling, and completed SOAP formats in your chart entries.  I’ve brought a few chart entries from last week as good and bad examples to discuss.”  
You should cite recent examples, using the date or particular client or patient, when giving support to a job well done as well as areas needing improvement.  The more specific (and recent) your examples are, the more clearly your employee will be able to continue their good behaviors and understand how to improve the poor ones.  

7. Start and end with the positive.  Issue praise freely.  Don’t assume your employees know any of the positives you associate with them or that they ever grow tired of hearing them.  And don’t be afraid that if you praise too much, your employees will not understand how serious you are about the things they must improve.  This is often a deep-seated belief that must be examined to get the best result.  My experience has been that it is actually quite the opposite… the more frequent and the more genuine the praise, the more weight the conversations about necessary improvements hold.  
8. Establish as much agreement as possible, as early as possible in the evaluation.  Scan your respective forms for the areas where you agree on what the employee does well and where they need improvement…. And start there first.  Then move into the areas where you have differing perspectives.  

9. Avoid using the words “but” or “however.”  These are the “big erasers” of anything positive you wished to convey.  Avoid statements such as, "I think you're doing a fine job, but ..." followed by a long list of negatives.  Separate these sentences and thoughts.  Let each stand on its own merit.  Try inserting the word “and” which is much more inclusive.  For example, “Sara, you are always so positive at our morning meetings and I’d like to speak to you about how you can come more prepared to those meetings, so you’ll have an even greater impact on how well our days flow.”

10. Always be impeccably fair - 

a. Be consistent.  Don't criticize a deficiency in one team member while accepting it in another.

b. Base your conclusions and use only examples from the current appraisal period… in other words don’t dredge up grievances from two years ago!  Keep it current. 

11. Avoid accusations.  Use more guiding questions.  For example:

"You're doing the same thing all over again.  You seem to always be overwhelmed and bogged down and nothing is getting done on time."


VS.

"How do things get so bogged down?  What do you think can be done to correct the situation?  How can I support you in prioritizing what needs to be done?"
12. Set goals together.  After you have discussed the areas that the employee does well and the areas that need improvement, work together to set no more than three or four objectives for the next review period.  Again, be very specific and adjust your next review period to reflect the seriousness and urgency of the necessary improvements.  

13. Allow other team members to anonymously participate in the growth conference process.  This allows co-workers who may work more closely with the team member to contribute valuable information to the doctor, both positive and negative.  All information should be objectively filtered through the doctor prior to the conference.  
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