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How can your talent acquisition team help you to 
improve patient outcomes, reduce re-admissions, 
improve patient satisfaction and reduce costs?  
Obviously, by bringing in transformational leaders, 
innovative physicians, and highly patient-focused 
nurses.  But what about nursing assistants?  
Dietary staff?  Environmental services?  Don’t 
underestimate the impact of front line staff.  
Consider: 
 

 On a per person basis, the cost of these 
positions is low, but with turnover 
sometimes as high as 50%, the overall cost 
of finding, hiring and paying this group 
grows quickly.  A significant reduction in 
turnover can save a million dollars. 

 Collectively, transporters, nursing support 
staff, dietary and other front line staff 
spend far more time with patients and 
families than nurses and physicians.  They 
have an enormous impact on the patient 
experience. 

 As a group, these represent the largest 
hiring volume.  A poorly coordinated 
system drains valuable resources, and a 
less than objective, consistent approach 
creates potential OFCCP and EEOC 
problems. 
 

These jobs are hard.  The work never slows.  The 
patients never stop coming and there is always 
another meal to serve or room to clean.  These 
positions can be difficult to staff, and reliable 
people are often in short supply.  Making the 
situation even more challenging is the availability 
of other non-technical entry-level positions in the 
job market that compete for the same talent.  
Candidates can just as easily make more money for 
less taxing work at the nearby Starbucks. 
 
You need to find a way to attract, select and retain 
the candidates who are engaged, compassionate 
and highly service-oriented.  In most cases, there 
are enough of these people in your candidate pool.  
You just need an effective selection system.  The 
challenge, however, is that traditionally, hiring 

managers think about these roles with a narrowly 
defined set of job tasks.  They’ve not considered the 
impact that these workers can have on the patient 
experience.   
 
The Traditional Approach  
 
In the traditional approach to hiring service workers, 
hiring managers tend to focus on the most basic 
competencies.  When discussing these positions with 
supervisors and managers we often hear things like 
“I want the good soldier – someone who will show 
up on time, do what I tell them, and not ask 
questions.”  While no one would disagree that 
dependability is important, it’s not the performance 
indicator most likely to positively impact the patient 
experience.    
 
Similarly, some organizations are fixated on finding 
candidates with “healthcare experience.”  We see 
environmental services and dietary managers who 
will pass on candidates without healthcare 
experience.  We’ve seen similar approaches to 
nursing support positions.  Our experience shows 
over and over that this criterion, particularly at this 
level, is NOT predictive of job performance.  
Choosing front line staff based on the right 
behavioral competencies trumps experience nearly 
every time. 
 
New Expectations 
 
The Service Worker culture is changing.  Their impact 
on patient satisfaction is becoming more important.  
Behaviors such as empathy, service orientation and 
respectful interaction have become just as important 
as task-focused competencies.  Service Workers are 
expected to go beyond traditionally prescribed job 
duties.  Service workers are expected to be 
committed organizational citizens rather than just 
“good soldiers.” 
 
Front line staff are working in an environment where 
the customer is dealing with physical and emotional 
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pain and their interactions with patients and families need 
to respect this reality.  It’s no longer sufficient for an EVS 
worker to be great at cleaning the room.  He or she needs 
to be respectful of, and respond to, the needs of the 
patient and family.  Their experience can be quickly ruined 
by a rude interaction, or made special by an effort to go out 
of his way for the patient. 
 
Beyond patient interactions, front line employees can 
contribute to organizational efficiency.  Successful 
companies expect everyone to constantly evaluate and 
improve processes that impact quality and the bottom line.  
Unit secretaries and nursing assistants are capable of 
identifying and implementing meaningful changes.  They 
need to be encouraged to do so. 
 
New expectations regarding continuous quality 
improvement and patient centered care mean we need a 
more comprehensive and progressive set of behavioral 
expectations for these employees.  These competencies are 
geared towards a more empowering and rewarding service-
level workforce.  Today’s service worker needs to display 
patient focus, compassion, respectful collaboration, 
effective communication and professionalism. 
 
Traditional competencies such as attention to detail, 
dependability and work ethic can serve as the minimum 
qualifications, but these advanced competencies are what 
make the difference.  Acceptable employees all come to 
work on time, work hard and perform their job tasks 
acceptably; but the talent you are looking for does more.   
 
 

A Unique Challenge:  The Cultural Hourglass 
 
Hospital leaders are starting to appreciate the impact of 
service workers.  The employees, themselves, see firsthand 
the important role they play in patient satisfaction and most 
value this part of their job.  Senior leaders have new 
expectations.  The employees aspire to meeting those 
expectations.  The challenge often lies in the middle.  
Managers still only want good soldiers.  They value 
dependability and the ability to complete tasks and follow 
orders.  Some of the people that surround the service 
workers do not appreciate their value.  While service 
workers try to engage coworkers with productive teaming 
and respectful interactions, they often encounter disrespect 
and, in some cases, mistreatment at the hands of their team 
members.  We refer to this as phenomenon as the “cultural 
hourglass.” 
 
At times, service workers are discouraged and reprimanded 
for taking the initiative or making the effort to meet a 
patient’s needs.  In the worst cases , we’ve seen that 
employees who display higher level competencies like 
compassion, initiative and patient-focus, don’t last if the 
culture doesn’t support them.  Those who are dependable, 
but have little ability to positively impact patients, stay, 
while exactly the people we want, leave.  Staff are actually 
discouraged from deviating from their list of tasks, even to 
respond to a patient’s request, and reprimanded for making 
nursing aware of patient needs.  We’ve seen a 
compassionate transporter disciplined because he was late 
for work, even though his tardiness was caused by an effort 
to help a patient in the parking lot on the way to his shift!   
 

Competency 
  

Description 

Patient-Focus Pays attention to patient needs and take action to meet and exceed expecta-
tions.  Effectively handles difficult interactions with an emphasis on satisfaction. 

Effective Communication Expresses thoughts, expectations, ideas and intent effectively and concisely.  
Pays attention to non-verbal communication - their own and of others.  Listens 
attentively and respectfully, even when not agreeing with the opinions of the 
speaker. 

Compassion Builds trust and respect with and among patients and team members by reach-
ing out and taking time to understand their drivers, challenges and motivations.  
Shows a genuine interest in and concern for others. 

Respectful Collaboration Works with others in ways that are socially appropriate and reflect an under-
standing of and respect for the differences of all individuals.  Values the differ-
ences, beliefs and viewpoints of others.  Refrains from acting defensively or 
being confrontational. 

Professionalism Behaves in a manner that generates patient and family confidence in one’s abil-
ity and commitment.  Provides patients and their families with positive first 
impression of the hospital. 
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  About Select International’s Healthcare Solutions: 
 Candidate screening and in-depth assessments, such as 

NurseFit®, ServiceFit® for Healthcare, Physician Insight 
Program, Select Assessment® for Physicians, and Health-
care Executive Assessment 

 Hiring process re-design to maximize efficiency and legal 
defensibility 

 Award winning Select Interviewing® for Healthcare  
 
To learn more, visit us at 
www.hiringinhealthcare.com 

 
A New Approach 
 
How do you create a culture that encourages these 
behaviors?  How do you make front line staff part of the 
solution? 
 
1. Define the new expectations.  Go beyond your high level 

service excellence standards.  Rather, take competency 
definitions like those above and expand them to include 
the specific behaviors you need. 

2. Communicate these expectations.  All levels of the 
organization should be integrated into the process of 
defining these expectations.  This process will help to 
identify a cultural hourglass situation if it exists and 
communicate the new expectations.  Build these 
expectations in to the performance management 
system, both for front line staff, themselves, and for 
their managers.  Reward managers for building a team 
that displays these behaviors. 

3. Educate managers on their talent responsibilities.  
Managers need to know that part of their job is to help 
to select candidates and develop employees with the 
desired behavioral make-up. 

4. Use proven selection tools.  The best organizations take 
advantage of cutting edge tools to improve the odds of 
selecting candidates who fit the desired culture.  Start 
with an easy to use structured interviewing program, 
built around the defined competencies.  Train hiring 
managers on the skill and art of interviewing.  It’s a small 
investment with a significant ROI.  Make full use of your 
applicant tracking system, and healthcare-specific 
behavioral assessments to evaluate each candidate’s 
behavioral skills. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Don’t neglect the group that has the most direct 
contact with patients and families.  Service workers 
and front line staff have a significant impact on the 
patient experience, the bottom line and your culture.  
A more deliberate approach to finding, selecting and 
retaining people with the right behavioral make-up 
yields a healthy return on investment.   
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