
H iring is one of the ongoing respons-
ibilities and one of the ever-present 

opportunities in owning a progressive small 
business. As you change, your employees' 
lives change, and the needs of the business 
change, and you will find yourself in the 
process of hiring again. 
 
If you are not hiring now, you will likely 
be hiring in the future — to enlarge your 
staff, to replace a treasured employee who 
is moving on in his or her life, or to 
replace an employee who did not work out 
well. Regardless of the circumstances, hir-
ing is always a challenge and always an 
opportunity. 
 
Sometimes seeing the hiring process as an 
opportunity is difficult. Hiring takes time 
and energy just like anything else you do 
to make your practice successful. It may 
seem like an unwelcome distraction from 
your forward progress. 
 
On the other hand, hiring can be an ad-
venture that contributes significantly to 
the growth of your practice — if you take 
the time to do it with intention and 
commitment. There are often “gems” out 
there hoping to work in a place where they 
can shine. Like any treasure, they are most 
easily found with a map. This "Hiring 
Map" will not find the treasure for you, 
but like any good treasure map, it will tell 
you where to look. 

 

Before You Start 
Looking 

 

B efore you set out on your treasure hunt, 
ask yourself what you will need to get 

through the process. How long will it take? 
How can you prepare for the journey? What 
resources can you utilize?  
 
Consider a six-week process. Although 
the process may be longer or shorter, that 
is a good time frame for which to prepare 
yourself. Try to organize yourself for six 
weeks, so the practice continues to run 
smoothly, and you still have the energy to 
devote to the hiring process. How could you  
reorganize the group to accomplish what 
you need for six weeks without burning 
everyone out? Determine how you can con-
tinue to consistently deliver the quality of 
care your patients expect of you. 
 
Think of ways to change your schedule to 
allow a smaller team the time necessary to 
deal with each patient. It does not make 
sense to try to do what you have always 
done with fewer and/or less experienced 
people. Try to find duties that can be taken 
out of the flow of your day and completed 
after business hours or even off-site. Tasks 
such as data entry, word processing, lab 
work, and accounts payable can potentially 
be put into a new schedule. 
 

A Hiring Map 



Temporary employees may help lighten your 
workload. There are a number of ways you can 
utilize temps: 
 
¨ You may want to use your experienced em-

ployees for patient contact, and use temporary 
help for behind-the-scenes tasks, such as filing, 
scrubbing instruments, entering data into the 
computer, etc. Knowing that your patients are 
being cared for by people you trust will help 
keep your stress level down and your energy 
up. 

 
¨ Think of other experienced people you could 

call on to help out for a couple of months. 
Consider family members, former employees, 
or others in dentistry who are not currently 
employed on a full-time basis. How about 
someone with a small child who does not want 
to work full-time and would enjoy a temporary 
position? Be specific about the length of time 
you will need someone.  

 
¨ Think creatively. Perhaps there is a hygienist 

or dental assistant you could use as a temp 
while your permanent hygienist or assistant 
works at the front desk, even for a couple of 
days a week. Freeing people who know your 
practice best to use that knowledge effectively 
during a transition may be more cost-effective 
than hiring a temp to answer your phone. 

 
Give yourselves time to breathe. If you skip this 
step or take it too lightly, you may find yourself 
worn out, frustrated, and desperate to hire 

anyone just to have another body in the office.  
 
Even if you find the right person quickly, it is 
important to have time to introduce and train him 
or her with care and enthusiasm. Preparing 
yourself to manage your practice during the 
transition is a small, but important, step on your 
journey. Once this step has been completed, you 
can start looking for the new member of your 
team. 

 
Look at the Values 

 

T he people most likely to contribute to your 
practice in a positive way are people who 

share your values. When you value certain qualities, 
it makes sense to surround yourself with others who 
value those same qualities. 
 
Your values are those qualities or principles you 
see as admirable. Your personal values form the 
foundation of your practice values. Ask yourself 
what values you want your new employee to 
bring to the practice. Some values to consider: 
 
¨ Integrity and Commitment: Some values, 

such as integrity and commitment, are shared 
by many people. However, do not assume 
everyone who values integrity or commit-
ment values it in the same way. Think of how 
integrity and commitment play out in your 
practice and how you expect an employee to 
demonstrate integrity and commitment. In 
some offices, commitment means coming to 
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work if you are sick, while in other offices, it 
means attending continuing education courses 
on days you are not scheduled to work. Think 
of specific examples that demonstrate what the 
values mean to you. 

 
¨ Growth, Open Communication, Work 

Ethic: Other values, such as growth, open 
communication, or a strong work ethic, may be 
more an expression of your personal values. 
Do you want team members who are open to 
growth or who actively seek it? Is open 
communication valued in your practice? Are 
you willing to tolerate gossip or manipulation, 
or do you want individuals who speak out with 
sensitivity and courage? What does a strong 
work ethic mean in your practice? Does it mean 
seriousness, consistency, and attention to de-
tail? Or could it also take the form of 
playfulness, bursts of energy, and innovation? 

 
¨ Health: Some values are important to the 

profession of dentistry specifically. Since dent-
istry is a healthcare profession, having employ-
ees who value health is essential. The more 
employees choose health for themselves, the 
more likely they are to help others choose it. 

 
¨ Sense of Mission: Having a sense of mis-

sion is also important for employees in a 
dental practice. The profession of dentistry is 
not a good place for employees who see their 
work as only a means to a paycheck. The 
clinical and behavioral aspects of helping 
people become healthier are too difficult to 
perform if you do not have an investment in 
the health of the people you serve. Without a 
sense of purpose in your work, it is too easy 
to become discouraged, frustrated, and angry 
with the people you treat. 

 
¨ Sensitivity, Empathy, Compassion: Sen-

sitivity, empathy, and compassion also are 
key qualities for dental professionals. Any-
one who comes in contact with a patient must 
have those qualities, but they are especially 
important for those employees who work 
clinically on patients. Unless an employee will 
work in the office only after office hours, I 

would not advise hiring anyone lacking those 
qualities. There are too many unpredictable 
situations in dentistry to risk contact between 
an apprehensive patient and an insensitive 
staff member. 

 
¨ Entrepreneurial Spirit: Employees with 

an entrepreneurial spirit can have great value 
to a team. Though technically not owners of 
a dental practice, team members who assume 
responsibility for and take great pride in the 
success of a business can have a powerful 
impact. These team members are more likely 
to understand the challenges of ownership 
and to support the risks it involves.  

 
The values I've listed are just a few of the values 
you will want to consider in your hiring process. 
Some will be more important in your practice 
than others, depending on your personal values. 
There likely will be other values that are partic-
ularly important to you. The clearer you are about 
the qualities you want in a new employee, the better 
able you will be to recognize them when you hear 
them expressed or see them demonstrated.  

 
Look at Yourself 

 

B efore you communicate your values, exam-
ine how they play out in your life. You do 

not have to live your life by steadfastly adhering 
to your values before you can hire employees 
with the same values. However, you should be 
honest with yourself and with potential employ-
ees about your values.  
 
If you value open and honest communication, but 
sometimes fail to express your opinions as openly 
as you would like, pay attention to that. If you value 
commitment, but frequently are torn between your 
commitment to your practice and your commit-
ment to your family, acknowledge that. The more 
you understand and accept your own values, and 
the conflicts in your life that those values create, 
the better able you will be to articulate what is 
important to you. The people around you can 
help you live your values more fully only if you 
are honest with yourself. 
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Consider how the values you have identified mesh 
with your current employees’ values. You may 
have hired some employees at a time in your life 
when some of the qualities you have identified were 
less important to you. Perhaps you are willing to 
accept less of a desire for growth in an existing 
employee than you want in the next person you 
hire. Or perhaps your sense of what growth means 
has changed over the years to include personal as 
well as professional growth. It is appropriate to 
have different expectations of different people in 
a practice, as long as everyone understands those 
expectations.  
 
If you want to hire someone with an entre-
preneurial spirit, but have people without that 
quality on your team, think about whether your 
current team will support the new employee or be 
threatened by him or her. Do not tell a potential 
candidate that a certain quality is an important 
value in your practice if you really mean that it is 
a quality you want to add to your practice. Be 
open about how much of your vision is or is not 
in place. 

 
 

Look at Your 
Current Team 

 

Y our current team members can provide use-
ful feedback on how you live the values you 

are seeking in a new employee. If the environment 
of your practice encourages open and honest com-
munication, you could have a powerful discuss-
ion about how you and your team members live 
those values. Talk about how you want the team 
to operate and how the transition can help the 
team members re-commit to their values. Talk 
about the challenges of integrating a new person-
ality into the team.  
 
Do you want a new person to help the team 
grow, or do you want the new person to "fit in?” 
Talk about how the team sees the success of the 
new person in relation to the team’s success, and  

 
if (and how) the team members will take owner-
ship of the new person's success. 
 
There is also a lot to learn from a person leaving 
the practice. An exit interview can provide an 
excellent opportunity for honesty and clarity. The 
perspective of the employee leaving may be 
skewed, but there may also be some truth in what 
that employee has to say. If you listen for the 
truth instead of the biases, you can learn a lot 
about your practice. The truth may be hard to 
hear, but realize that there is always room for 
improvement.  
 
If the person leaving is a valued employee, you 
might ask, 
 

"What would it have taken for you to 
have decided to stay?" 

 
Although you might not have been willing to pay 
the price requested, you may learn something 
helpful about yourself, the job, or your practice.  
 
It is not always feasible to get feedback from 
someone who has chosen to leave or who has been 
asked to leave. The emotions may be too strong or 
too painful. Sensitivity and respect on your part 
are essential if an employee is to leave with dig-
nity. Consider any feedback you get from some-
one leaving your practice as a gift, even when it's 
difficult to hear. 
 

Look at the Job You 
Need To Fill 

 

T he hiring process provides an opportunity to 
redefine the roles of all the employees in the 

practice. The reorganization that carries the team 
through the first eight weeks may help you 
change some of your assumptions about how your 
practice operates. This reorganization process also 
frequently helps teams change their perception of 
the position for which they are hiring. 
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For example, perhaps a long-time employee is 
retiring. The needs of your practice today may be 
quite different from when you hired her. You 
have added computers in every treatment room, 
you pre-schedule all hygiene clients, and you no 
longer confirm appointments. She has picked up 
other duties. Consider whether those duties should 
be passed on to the new employee, or if there is 
room for improvement in efficiency and effect-
iveness.  
 
Once you are clear about how you want the new 
employee to contribute to the practice, ask how 
the qualities that you have outlined mesh with the 
role you have identified. Would the kind of 
person you want to add to your team be attracted 
to the job you created? Is there room in the new 
position for growth? Are you asking too much or 
not enough of the new employee? 
 
Clarify the Opportunities 

You Have To Offer 
 

I f you have had trouble filling a position in the 
past or retaining an employee in that position, 

then perhaps the position did not bring fulfill-
ment to the person with the qualities you sought. 
Ask how the position for which you are hiring 
will attract someone with the qualities you value 
and how you could make the position more 
attractive.  
 
The most highly functioning teams involve 
everyone in the vision and the values of the 
practice. These teams surround themselves with 
people who share their values, with whom they 
enjoy working, and who enjoy their work. They 
also involve people who are mission driven, 
highly motivated, and willing to do whatever has 
to be done to contribute to the success of the 
whole practice.  
 
Ask yourself how the position you are hiring for 
will attract someone with vision and similar 
values, and how you could make the position 
more attractive. 

 
Clarify the Abilities 

You Want 
 

W hile the values you have outlined help de-
fine the overall direction you want your 

practice to take, the position for which you are 
hiring has particular requirements, which will 
also play a role in shaping the practice. It is im-
portant to recognize the specific abilities and skills 
required for this position. For instance, gentleness is 
an important quality in a hygienist; administrative 
positions may require skill with computers; and 
good writing skills are necessary if correspond-
ence is an essential task. 
 
For any new position, consider these qualities: 
¨ Flexibility 
¨ Attention to detail 
¨ Intelligence 
¨ Ability to communicate clearly 
¨ Enthusiasm 
¨ Understanding 
 
Consider other issues as well. How will the new 
person complement the existing team? If the team is 
flexible, you may want more structure. If the team 
members are great at following a plan, you may 
want someone who enjoys generating new possi-
bilities. 
 
Sometimes in the hiring process, we react to the 
abilities of the person leaving. We either try to 
duplicate the person's skills or find someone who 
in no way resembles that person.  
 
Use this opportunity to figure out what you 
would want for this position if you could have 
anything you wanted.  

 
Clarify the Skills 

You Need 
 

C larifying the kind of training and education 
you are willing to provide and prepared to 
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invest in the hiring process is important. For ex-
ample, you may be more willing to hire a hygien-
ist without extensive perio training if you have a 
more experienced person already working in the 
practice. If you are losing a highly skilled period-
ontal therapist and want to ensure that your pa-
tients continue to receive the same level of care, 
you may want to either hire someone with the nec-
essary skills or provide training for a less skilled 
person. 
 
If you plan to train dental assistants from scratch, 
you will need a sense of their manual dexterity 
and ability to learn before hiring them. You may 
want to know what other new things they have 
learned recently and their reason for believing 
they can learn to assist. You may want to expose 
them to some learning opportunities and see how 
they perform. 
 
Dentistry can offer a lot to a person who wants to 
be in a helping profession. If your practice values 
the input of each person on the team, the practice 
can offer even more. It can offer the opportunity 
to shape the future of the organization as well as 
the person's own future.  
 
Many talented and committed people have been 
unable to have the impact they would like on the 
lives of others. There are hygienists who have 
said they would have left dentistry if they had to 
continue to be a "prophy machine." If you offer a 
hygienist the chance to spend the time it takes to 
help people make healthy choices, your practice 
may be the one that keeps that hygienist in dent-
istry or brings him or her back into it.  
 
Think about your open position as a unique 
opportunity for the right person. 

 
Look for the Candidate 

 

O nce you are clear about what you are 
seeking, you can begin to look for the right 

person. Skipping the process of values clarify-
cation would be a huge mistake, even if you have 
previously engaged in that process.  
 
Many teams think they know what they want, 

but are unable to find the right person. When 
they take the time to redefine the position and 
clarify what they want, the right person for the 
position shows up. 
 

Beginning the Search 
 

B egin by looking around you. Who might you 
know who fits the profile of the person you 

want? I know a dentist who was too busy 
interviewing people responding to her ad to 
return a call to her computer trainer. It turned out 
that the computer trainer wanted to talk with the 
dentist about working in her practice. She be-
came a 30+ year team member! 
 
Another dentist asked a counselor friend if she 
knew of someone who could facilitate new pa-
tient visits in his practice, and she replied, "Yes, 
me."  
 
Do not dismiss anyone from consideration 
because you think they are happy in their pre-
sent job or would want more money than you 
could offer. People's lives and priorities often 
change.  
 
Tap into every possible network. Friends, business 
associates, temporary agencies, patients, family 
members, the places you shop — they all offer the 
potential for finding the right person for your 
practice.  
 
Many people are looking for jobs based on 
personal values and growth opportunities. When 
you are clear about what you have to offer a 
candidate, you will attract someone who wants 
the unique opportunity you offer.  
 

Running an Ad 
 

I f you decide to run an ad, make the ad specific 
enough to attract candidates appropriate for 

the job and to screen out those candidates who 
are not well-suited for the position.  
 
Focus on the qualities you are seeking over the 
duties of the position. Use language that  
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expresses your unique personality, not buzz 
words.  
 
"Good communicator" could describe almost any-
one who knows how to talk and could represent any 
practice. But asking for someone who can "listen 
attentively and communicate with sensitivity and 
integrity" is more specific and communicates a 
powerful message about the practice. As you work 
through the process of values clarification, you will 
discover the language that represents your prac-
tice. The more specific the ad, the easier the screen-
ing process will be. 
 
The ad will set up the screening process. If you 
are looking for someone who has good written 
communication skills, ask for a resume and cover 
letter. If the position is clinical, a resume may not 
be useful. Instead, ask for a response by phone, 
so you can immediately identify attitudes about 
patient care. If you ask for a response by a speci-
fic day and time, you can learn about the person's 
ability to follow directions and pay attention to 
details.  

 
The Screening Process: 

The Phone Interview 
 

B e prepared to give the process of a telephone 
screening the attention it deserves. Do not try 

to engage in this process while dismissing pa-
tients and filling out insurance forms. Set aside 
time specifically for this purpose. It requires 
focus, good listening skills, and the ability to re-
present your practice. It is not a chore to be dele-
gated to whomever is free.  
 
Investing the time to do a thorough screening 
spares you the agony of sitting through pointless 
interviews with people who are obviously not 
appropriate for your practice. Moreover, the 
telephone screening is a two-way process — the 
candidates are interviewing you as you are inter-
viewing them. You want to be well-represented.  
 
Remember it is a screening. The goal is to choose 
the people with whom you want to continue 
talking and filter out those who are not appro-
priate for the position. Interviewing takes time 

and energy. You want to reserve your time for 
the best candidates for the job.  
 
If saying “no” to people is difficult for you, 
remember that it will not get any easier the more 
you get to know the candidate. You will pay a 
price for continuing the process with someone 
you know is not right for the job. The sooner you 
say “no,” the better it will be for both you and the 
candidate. 
 
The main purpose of the phone screening is to 
determine whether the candidate has a sense of 
mission. If you want people who will learn and 
grow and who will take you beyond where you 
would go without them, do not continue with 
those people who simply want to be happy and 
make a living.  
 
While there is nothing wrong with those goals, it 
is possible for you to find someone who has 
more to offer. It is possible for you to have peo-
ple in your practice who want to make a contri-
bution, who want to make a difference, and who 
want to shape their own future and the future of 
the organization. It is not too much to expect.  
 
Ask specific questions that will help you decide 
whether or not the candidate has a sense of 
mission.  
 
For example, ask what about the ad prompted the 
applicant to call and listen for something specific 
about the language in the ad that attracted that 
person. Or, ask what the person would enjoy about 
working in dentistry. Try asking what the person is 
searching for in a position at this time or what 
would be an ideal job for that person. 
 
If you ask a candidate what he or she likes about 
dentistry and the response is, "The people: I'm a 
people person," then ask what it is about working 
with people that he or she likes. Being a "people 
person" may just mean viewing work as a social 
outlet. There is nothing wrong with that attitude 
if your business is selling shoes. But dentistry is 
a helping profession, and it's a profession that 
needs people who want to help people. 
 
Listen for energy, enthusiasm, and authenticity 
in communication. If these qualities cannot be 
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brought to a phone interview, then they are not 
likely to be brought to your practice. Don't you 
want people in your practice who are articulate, 
confident, and able to connect with a stranger on the 
phone? 
 
Feel free to ask for evidence that what the 
candidate reports is true. If the candidate says he 
or she was attracted by your request for a good 
communicator, ask what leads him or her to 
believe he or she is a good communicator. If the 
response is that personal growth is important, ask 
what personal growth means to that person and 
how that person has grown recently. If the can-
didate says he or she pays attention to details 
without losing sight of the big picture, ask for an 
example of a time when the person demonstrated 
that quality.  
 
Screen for whether a candidate is a good match 
for the position you are offering. You may really 
like a particular person, and that person may have a 
strong sense of mission and be a great commun-
icator. But if you want someone in your practice 
with strong computer skills, and the candidate's 
experience in this area is limited, then you pro-
bably do not have a good match. If you have a 
strong desire for someone who works well with 
children, and the person with whom you are talk-
ing says, "I don't mind kids," then you probably 
do not have a good match.  
 
Recording all phone interviews is a good idea, 
and recording from a speaker phone is an easy 
way to do that. Ask permission to record the 
interview and let the candidate know you will put 
the call on a speaker phone, but that no one else 
is in the room. (Sometimes people are 
uncomfortable talking into a speaker phone if they 
do not know who is listening.)  
 
Recording allows you to concentrate on the 
conversation without having to write everything 
down. It also allows you to share it with the team 
and listen again with another perspective. You 
will probably hear something the second time 
that you did not hear the first time. 
 

 

The In-Person 
Interview Process 

 

O ver the course of my forty-plus years in 
dentistry, I have experienced several differ-

ent interview processes. They look something like 
this:  
 
1. Ask a few questions and hire a candidate on 

a trial basis if he or she sounds half-way 
decent. 

2. Have a candidate hang around long enough 
to see if he or she is well-liked. (This might 
include chatting with the doctor, having 
lunch with the team, and working a bit with 
patients.)  

3. Put a candidate through an exhaustive inter-
view process that relies on survival of the 
fittest — whoever is left standing at the end 
is the winner. 

I suggest an alternative. The hiring process can 
be efficient and effective if conducted with 
intention and focus. If performed with prepara-
tion and follow-up, it does not have to be dull or 
tedious.  
 
To make the best use of your time, make sure 
that every interaction builds on the previous 
interaction, moves the process forward, and 
moves you closer to hiring or eliminating the 
candidate.  
 

 Recording the Interviews 
 

R ecording all interviews enhances both 
effectiveness and efficiency. You may feel 

a bit uncomfortable when you listen to yourself, 
but it can be a great learning experience. One of 
my clients was amazed at how many of his own 
questions he had answered. He thought the can-
didate answered them, but when he listened to 
the recording, he realized that all she did was 
agree with him. 
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Inviting others on the team to listen to the record-
ing allows them to hear what you have already 
learned about the candidate and what you have 
already told the candidate about your practice. It 
eliminates the repetition that takes so much time 
and does not move the process forward. 
 
When you listen to a recorded interview, you can 
listen for red flags that you might have missed. 
You can evaluate the candidate more objectively 
when you are not caught up in the moment. You 
probably will be surprised about how many quest-
ions you have after you listen to a recorded  
interview or review careful notes. Ask yourself 
what you do not yet know about the candidate 
instead of what you do know. 
 

Responsive Questions 
 

P repare questions that allow the candidates to 
talk about previous experiences, goals, strengths, 

and weaknesses. Use the information you learned 
in the phone screening to make the questions 
more relevant. Some examples: 
 

"You mentioned on the phone that you 
want a career, not just a job. Can you 
tell me a little about what that means to 
you?"  
 
"You described yourself as healthy. What 
do you believe contributes to health?"  
 
"You talked about how much you enjoyed 
your first job in dentistry. Can you tell 
me what you liked most about it?" 

 
Using language from the phone interview will 
help the candidates feel at ease.  
 
Do not hesitate to let the candidates know when 
you agree with them when appropriate. But do 
not make assumptions about what they are saying 
and do not complete the interview for them. Take 
as long as you need; it's not necessary to get all 
the answers in one sitting. The primary goal 
should be to determine whether to proceed to the 
next step with each person. 
 

Based on what the candidate has shared, you can 
create follow-up questions to move the process 
forward. You can turn the candidate's statements 
into questions that allow you to learn more about 
that candidate. The following represents elements 
of a conversation you might have with someone  
applying for a position.  
 
 
¨ If she says the office from which she came 

was a terrible place to work, respond sym-
pathetically. Then raise the question of what 
steps she took to change the situation. 

 
¨ If he says he wants to work in a practice that 

is about caring for patients and not all about 
money, recognize his commitment to caring for 
patients. Then ask what would lead him to 
believe a practice was "all about money." 
Ask how he feels about the cost in dentistry. 

 
¨ If she says she loves the idea of teamwork, 

ask her what that means to her, and how she 
deals with conflict with someone on a team. 
Ask what she would do if she had a conflict 
with the doctor. 

 
¨ If he says he learns quickly, follow up with 

questions about how he learns best and what 
he knows about his learning style. 

 
If you give people the opportunity to reveal 
themselves, you will learn everything you need 
to know. Following up at each interaction allows 
the candidates to feel heard and to tell you what 
they want you to know about them.  
 
People want to work in a place where they are 
appreciated for who they really are. Of course, 
the possibility of dishonesty exists, but that is more 
likely to occur when people are asked questions that 
have an obvious "right" answer.  
 
Asking open-ended, focused questions based on 
each candidate’s comments will provide you 
with accurate and relevant information.  
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This process requires more preparation than chat-
ting or sticking to a formulaic set of questions, 
but it is not difficult. You may be surprised at 
how easily you form questions that provide you 
with the specific information you need to make a 
good choice.  
 

Observation and 
Experiential Process 

 

I f you think a candidate has potential, consider 
asking him or her to spend time in the practice 

while you are seeing patients to "interview the prac-
tice." This process is different from a day of observ-
ation. It is an active, rather than passive process.  
 
Hand the candidates a notebook and aske them  
to take notes and learn everything they would 
want to know to determine if they would like to 
work in your practice. Give them permission to 
ask questions of anyone and to make note of any 
questions they do not want to ask in front of 
patients, so they can ask you later. 
 
Expect the candidates to have questions, but 
prepare some of your own as well. Examples in-
clued questions about what they thought about 
your practice, how it is different from other 
practices they have experienced, either as an em-
ployee or as a patient. Ask what they liked, what 
they were curious about, and what suggestions 
they might have for you. 
 
If they comment that you spend a lot of time 
talking to patients, ask about their thoughts on 
the conversations they heard, and how those 
conversations were different from conversations 
they've heard in other practices.  
 
Look for curio-sity, enthusiasm, and the ability 
to distinguish some of the qualities that make 
your practice special. 
 
If you hear what you want to hear, a working in-
terview is the next step, even if difficult to 
arrange. It simply does not make sense to agree 
to work with someone without some idea of the 
person's ability to function in your practice when 

you are seeing patients. Consider working with 
the candidate on the computer, in the laboratory, 
or wherever it takes to give you a sense of the 
person's skills. If the candidate is a hygienist or 
experienced dental assistant, you will certainly 
want to work with the person clinically before 
hiring him or her. 
 
An effective working interview requires the 
availability of someone to observe the process. 
For example, turning a hygienist loose on your 
patients does not serve any purpose unless some-
one can take the time to observe the interaction. 
Arrange for someone to observe and talk with the 
candidate about the experience.  
 

Reference Check 
 

C hecking the candidate's references at any 
time in the process may be appropriate. If 

you have not done so by now, this is the time. 
While the information from previous employers 
may not be reliable, checking references is none-
theless a necessary precaution. 
 
I remember working with a dental assistant with 
whom I was impressed because she was always 
the first one in the office every morning. When 
she was caught sniffing Nitrous one morning we 
checked with her previous employer and learned 
that she had been let go from his office for that rea-
son.  
 
The chance of finding out something surpris-ing 
is slim, but if you do learn something unex-
pected, it could be important in your hiring decis-
ion. More likely, checking references will pro-
vide a confirmation of what you already know 
about the candidate. 

 
Reasonable 
Expectations 

 

W e have outlined how to give yourself the 
space to search for a new employee, how 

to clarify what you want, how to advertise for the 
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position, how to ask the questions, and how to 
test for what you want. If you are not sure about 
whether to hire a particular candidate after going 
through this entire process, then do not make a 
commitment to hire that person.  
 
If you cannot hire with enthusiasm, your ability 
to support the new employee will be 
compromised. Instead, continue your search for a 
more appropriate match.  
 
This process is not designed to find you the per-
fect employee. There is no such thing. There are 
only people who can or cannot help you achieve 
what you want to achieve in your practice. And 
what you want to achieve will change over time.  
 
When I hear practices talk about a former em-
ployee as a "mistake," I wonder if that is true, or 
if that person was a reflection of the development 
of the practice at the time that employee was 
hired.  
 
If your work is an expression of what you like 
best about yourself, you have a right to share that 
work with like-minded people who share your 
values and whose company you enjoy. To contri-
bute mutually to each other's success is a possible 
and worthwhile goal. I encourage you to settle 
for nothing less than team members you treasure. 
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My work is influenced and in-
formed by the wisdom of past 
as well as emerging new think-
ing. The following is a list of 
some of the sources I referred 
to while writing this issue of 
Practice Renewal: 
 

Avrom King 
 

Kevin L. Osborne 
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A Hiring Map 
1. What are the qualities you see as essential to being a part of the team in your 

practice? What are some desirable qualities you would like to add to your team? 

2. If you are in the hiring process now, or if you had to hire someone soon, how would 
you organize yourselves for two months in order to work effectively with one fewer 
team member? What resources would you tap into? How could you begin now to 
develop resources to have at your disposal? 

3. Review the most recent hiring process in your practice. How did each interaction 
contribute to the process? How could you have used your time more efficiently and 
effectively? What would you have liked to have learned earlier in the process? 

4. Every office has qualities that make it a desirable place to work and some that make 
it a difficult place to work. If a friend asked you confidentially to talk about the 
drawbacks to working in your practice, what would you tell him or her? What could 
you begin to do now to make those issues less problematic? 

5. Role play an interview with a fellow team member as if he or she were currently 
applying for a job in your practice. Begin with a broad question, such as, “What are 
you hoping to find in a position at this time in your life? How would you describe 
your ideal job?” As a learning experience, make a question out of his or her 
responses, and continue to do so for as long as you can before asking a different 
question. What did you learn about him or her? What did you learn about yourself? 

6. What is unique about the opportunity your practice offers? If you met a person who 
you would love to have on your team, what would you tell that person about your 
practice to persuade him/her to join your team? 


