	
	


Recruitment, Retention, & Reality 

By Larry Boxman

When the United States moved from the industrial age into the knowledge era, the quality of employees became increasingly important. The ability to recruit, hire, and retain talented people became key to the success of any enterprise. This new reality forced businesses to emphasize attracting and screening applicants and to put an even greater emphasis on developing creative methods to keep the good ones. 

	


How do we recruit the right people? How do we design our screening processes to ensure we are hiring the best candidates? Most important, how do we retain them? There is no one blueprint or precise recipe for creating the perfect recruitment and retention model. The processes, personalities, and the culture of each organization play major roles when it comes to selecting and retaining new team members. 

What this article offers is an intellectual framework and a collection of examples and best practices that will help EMS providers develop their own unique programs. 

EMS agencies are certainly part of that reality. We know that we must have the right people in our departments if we are going to truly serve our patients and customers, and if we are going to make meaningful contributions to our communities. We need the right people if we are going to harness the strength, focus, flexibility, skills, and aptitude to thrive and prosper in our ever-changing EMS world.


Appropriate Recruiting 

Conventional recruitment efforts range from running fancy advertisements in local newspaper and industry magazines to participating in career fairs to mounting employment campaigns aimed at students enrolled in EMT and paramedic schools. Unfortunately, those approaches can be extremely time consuming, and the costs associated often outweigh the benefits. Casting a huge net may result in a large applicant pool, but a few of the applicants might be a right fit for the organization. More often than not, hiring managers are pressured to fill vacancies from a pool of available applicants instead of from a pool of appropriate applicants. 

Finding appropriate applicants requires recruitment efforts directed toward attracting the type of people who fit into your organizational needs and cultures. Implicitly, that means your organization must first understand those needs and cultures-not a simple thing. We have found that we need to place greater weight on character attributes than on specific educational background, practical skills, specialized training, or work experience. It is not that specific knowledge or skills are unimportant, but they are more teachable than character, values, work ethic, basic intelligence, and dedication. To find the right people with the appropriate character attributes for your organization, consider the following two methods. 

The first method is to offer internship opportunities through EMT and paramedic schools. Promote your internship program not only as a way for students to get exposure to field EMS, but also as a two-to-three month screening process. You must tell the school’s program coordinators what kind of people you are looking to hire. Be very specific. Inviting program coordinators to ride along with your existing staff will help them decide which of their students are likely to be the best fit. 

EMT and paramedic schools are usually starved for internship locations, so you can leverage their hunger by granting more internships to those schools that provide you with the talent that best fits your organizational culture. The preceptors who work with the interns must also evaluate the students as potential employees, and be encouraged to share their opinions with hiring managers. After all, who better to help determine if a person is a right organizational fit than a person already ingrained in the organization’s culture? Finally, this method gives the intern the opportunity to evaluate the potential future employer for two to three months before actually applying. 

The second method to attract only people who fit within your unique culture is to recruit through your existing staff. Field employees probably make up the bulk of your workforce; if organized correctly, they can become a powerful army of recruitment agents. Field employees travel in many different circles and come in contact with countless EMS professionals. Word of mouth is always the best method of advertising. To encourage this type of recruitment, offer a financial incentive-a finder’s fee. My agency pays employees $250 when they recommend anyone who is offered employment and another $250 when the new employee completes the six-month probationary period. When this form of recruiting is active, it is a good sign that your staff is happy with their employment and want to share it with others. 

Note that this is different from a signing bonus, where money is offered to the new hires themselves. That will produce applicants, but not necessary the right ones. A finder’s fee is much more effective than a signing bonus if you’re looking for the best fit. 

Using methods that directly seek out the right people saves time and money, conveys ownership to your workforce, and ultimately builds a great organization. They serve as a prescreening to the actual interview process because the pool to be interviewed is full of the right people, not just the available people. The “wrong fit” is the biggest reason new employees leave or are asked to leave EMS agencies. Although the conventional methods of recruiting may produce results, those results are mediocre at best because positions are filled from a flawed pool. 


Screen for the Qualities You Want 

The manner in which interviews are conducted tells a lot about the type of employees you are looking to hire. If you ask questions and administer tests that pertain solely to the clinical qualities of applicants, you are telling them that their skills and medical knowledge are your primary focus. If your screening process predominantly concentrates on applicants’ personality, you are saying that you are interested in hiring the person first and the clinician second. If the interview targets only an applicant’s ability to work well with others, you are emphasizing teamwork. Of course, all those characteristics (clinical, personal, and teamwork) are important; however, the key here is to determine how to organize your interview process to appropriately screen for the qualities you most value. That way, prospective employees fully understand the priorities of the organization. This takes a lot of planning long before the first interview takes place. Each agency should establish its own unique screening process that ensures the best opportunity to hire the right people. 

When my staff and I interview candidates, we primarily look for people who have an enormous drive for winning. We do not conduct a traditional question-and-answer session with one applicant at a time. Instead, we invite the entire pool into the room and engage them in conversations that help us determine how good these people are at getting things done. There is very little correlation between those who talk a good game and those who get things done no matter what obstacles lie before them. Other characteristics we try to identify include: What drives them? Are they competitive or ego-driven? Are they disciplined or laissez-faire, optimistic or cynical, calm or anxious, empathetic or cold? We try to determine how they think and how they build relationships. We ask unconventional questions such as 

• If you could be on the cover of a magazine, what would the magazine be called and what would the caption read? 

• If you could have dinner with any three people who lived in the past or are currently living, who would they be and why? 

• If you had to have surgery, would you rather have the surgery by a surgeon who is competent but dishonest or a surgeon who is incompetent but honest? 

At the end of this enlightening and often entertaining session, we ask one final question of the group: If you were on the interview panel and had to make a decision as to who was going to be offered the one position available, based on the answers to questions you heard today, who would it be? (They are not allowed to choose themselves.) This, of course, tells us if they are good listeners. 

During this whole session we watch closely to see how well the applicants communicate verbally and nonverbally and how they interact with each other. We learn so much about them as individuals, as well as how they function in a group. When the applicants leave at the end of the day, they know exactly what we were looking for, which translates into the qualities that we consider to be top priority. 

The candidates we considered the best fit for our organization are invited back to participate in the remaining steps of the hiring process: 

• A written test consisting of clinical and human relations questions, 

• Practical skills evaluation, 

• A 12-hour ride-along with a crew that evaluates the applicant’s interpersonal skills, 

• A formal interview with a group of employees called the Peer Review Committee, which represents the rest of the workforce in selecting new team members, 

• Physical agility test, 

• Urinalysis, and 

• A final interview with the chief of operations. 

You might think that this process is quite extensive and not worth the time and energy. For us, however, it is the best use of our time and energy. To create excellence in everything we do, we must hire people who have an enormous amount of energy. Someone may have great potential, an elite education, and extensive experience, but could be docile and reserved. That is not the type of person we want. We want people who are going to come to work with smiles on their faces, are going to create energy for themselves, and will energize the people around them. Our process has proven to be very effective for our agency and has given us the mechanism to select the people that fit best into our organizational culture. 

And if you think we invest a lot of time and energy into picking people, just wait until you read the lengths we go to keep them. 


Retention is Primary 

Retention is even more important than recruitment and selection. After all, you must stop the bleeding before you can heal the wound. Retention strategies can be classified into two categories: consistent training and effective communication. 

Training is essential for professional job performance and for organizational development. It is illogical to assume that people will perform effectively without adequate training. People not adequately prepared to handle new and unsettling situations often leave the job prematurely, setting into motion a cycle of turnover. 


Poor Training = High Turnover = More Recruitment Needed 

It is vital for managers to truly understand training and its role in human resource management. Training is an ongoing process that improves an employee’s knowledge, skills, and abilities. It must be continuous and challenging, take on many forms, and must use a variety of approaches. 

Initial orientation training is the best way to establish a strong foundation for the employee/employer relationship. New employees get in-depth exposure to the dominant culture of the organization (though the first introduction should have been strategically placed in the recruitment and selection stage). It is vital that new employees be provided with as solid a foundation as possible during this phase, which serves to prepare them for job challenges and to signify their importance to the organization. 

The content and length of the orientation must be unique to each EMS provider. Out-of-the-box and cookie-cutter approaches will not convey the actual sense of structure, function, and culture the employees are about to enter. To prepare the new hire for orientation and provide them with the best opportunity for success, we send them a packet of information before their first day on the job. 

Such an approach helps to preclude oversights that may cause new employees to feel anxious. This may seem like coddling new hires, but some of your recruits are entering the workforce for the first time or are coming back after having been away for several years. These people need support; organizations that give it are more likely to be appreciated than those that do not. 

During the orientation/socialization process, you might want to consider assigning a buddy or mentor to the new hire, one who is a peer but not a supervisor. The mentor should check in regularly to answer questions and be supportive of the new hire. 

After orientation, new hires should be placed in a field training and evaluation program (FTEP). During this two-to-three month process, new employees work with a field training officer (FTO) who provides one-on-one training and feedback call-by-call, day-by-day. For this program to be most effective, new employees should receive a written evaluation reflecting performance on a daily basis. 

Once the initial training is complete, ongoing pertinent education is necessary. Pertinent education is training that meets the real needs of the workforce. Canned courses such as ACLS, PHTLS, and PALS contain a lot of good information but may not meet the needs or interests of your employees. Remember, you want to keep your employees stimulated and engaged so they will stick around. The best way to discover training needs is to perform a needs assessment. When my organization conducted our needs assessment, we interviewed patients, their families, nurses, doctors, and, of course, our own workforce. We then designed an annual training program that truly meets the needs of our employees. We found that half of the required hours needed to be dedicated to human relations training and the other half directed toward clinical performance. 

Continuous training from the very first day of employment is a vital component of any retention strategy, though it requires organizations to embrace the idea of professional development. Training keeps employees stimulated in a positive way and makes a strong statement about how the organization values their service. When people feel valued, they enjoy coming to work and release huge stores of positive energy. That, in turn, results in greater retention of good people. 

The other method to improve retention is though effective communication through the ranks. Agencies need the ability to reach deep into the organization and deliver messages directly so that everyone hears the same thing without the dilution and distortion that come from a rumor mill. The idea is to provide many versatile channels of communication so that everybody is receiving timely, realistic, and consistent information. Creativity is a must when designing communication channels. These examples have proven to be very effective for my organization: 

• Direct Report Procedure: In their book, First Break All the Rules (Simon & Schuster, 1999), authors Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman say that front-line supervisors are key to retaining talented employees. To ensure that our supervisors are relating appropriately to field employees, we created the Direct Report Procedure. This procedure provides all employees with their own supervisor and gives each supervisor a structure for effective interaction with their team of employees. The supervisors are responsible for ensuring that each of their team members receives company-related information in a consistent manner. This procedure also gives every employee a one-stop shopping point where they can be coached, evaluated, and have all their questions and concerns addressed. The goal is to develop solid, strong, and trusting relationships. 

• Roundtable Meetings: Every other month, employees and managers from all levels sit in a large circle and talk about issues big and small. We sit in a circle to break away from the traditional classroom format where one person speaks and everybody else listens. During these sessions, employees educate management on issues such as the latest traffic patterns or changes in hospital emergency department procedures. These are issues that may lead to longer response times or delays in clearing the hospital. This information from the street gives management the opportunity to address problems immediately, as opposed to waiting weeks or longer. Likewise, management takes the opportunity to explain the reasoning behind new policies, procedures, and programs. Roundtable meetings are filled with energy, creating an abundance of ideas. Best of all, this format creates ownership and understanding that translate into increased retention. 

• Lunch with Larry: At the beginning of every month, I post six to eight dates for employees to sign up and have lunch with me. During these lunches, I answer questions ranging from “What kind of growth do you anticipate for the company over the next five years?” to “Where did you buy that tie?” I often learn more from the employees than they do from me. The best part of these lunches is that relationships are built on openness and candor, which ultimately reduces the communication gap that exists between management and employees. 

• Organizational Surveys: Organizational surveys are another powerful tool that helps us find out what our employees are really thinking. We simply ask our people to evaluate their working environment and the organization’s performance in meeting their needs. Field staff anonymously answer questions such as “Do I know what is expected of me at work,” “Do I have the materials and equipment I need to do my work right,” and “Do I regularly receive praise or recognition for doing a good job?” We use the responses for discussion topics at our roundtable meetings and are able to gauge the morale of our field staff and make the necessary adjustments quickly-before employees look for a new place of employment. 

Effective training and communication programs will create the atmosphere to inspire retention of the right people. We cannot mandate or demand that employees stay with our organizations. All we can do is create the proper conditions, provide incentives and, invite the right people to stay. Some turnover (10 percent per year) can be healthy for organizations and presents a great opportunity to inject new energized talent into the workforce. Excessive turnover, however, can be extremely damaging to any business, especially those engaged in the business of saving lives. Therefore, great emphasis must be placed on retaining the right people. 

Recruiting, selecting, and retaining the best talent need to be at the top of every organization’s list of strategic goals. The reality in today’s knowledge era is that the difference between mediocrity and greatness lies in the application of human intellect. Intelligence, enthusiasm, and brainpower are critical assets for success. Before my organization grasped this reality, we suffered from an annual turnover rate of 24.7 percent. Once we applied the concepts listed in this article, our turnover rate dropped to 10.5 percent. It took us two years to fully implement these strategies, but the time and effort were well worth the investment. 


Summary 

There is no one blueprint or precise recipe for creating the perfect recruitment and retention model. Each one is unique because each department is unique. Keep the fundamentals in mind as you design your program. Know exactly the type of employee you want. Use your existing workforce to recruit, screen, and hire. Keep training sessions stimulating. Make sure channels of communication are open and free-flowing. 

Design a recruitment and selection program aimed at attracting the right people and establish retention practices directed toward keeping the right people, and your organization will be on the road to greatness. ● 

We put a great deal of effort into internal training, which we have found helps keep good people. Some of the means we use to present our continuing education include 

• Periodic training sessions with guest speakers, • Leadership development programs, 

• Practical drills and scenarios, • Field trips, • Case reviews, and • Development of in-house trainers. 

Before new hires start, we send them these documents, so they begin to feel oriented to our organization: 

• A welcome letter; 

• A job description; 

• Instructions for the first day 

• Instructions on when and where to arrive and whom to ask for; 

• Suggestions on proper attire; 

• A list of what to expect for the first few days; 

• A list or orientation to people, job responsibilities, and offices; 

• What to expect regarding meals and breaks; and 

• A list of required or recommended reading, such as internal documents. 
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