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Overview
Staffing and teambuilding have always been 
a challenge in dentistry, as they are in most 
other businesses. Staffing and teambuilding are 
not as simple as just hiring the right people. 
There are seven steps required to build and 
maintain a superior practice team – recruiting, 
interviewing, hiring, compensation, training, 
retaining and avoiding burnout. By following the 
guidelines contained in this course, the practice 
can build a superior team with high longevity, 
creating an environment where everyone enjoys 
coming to work and derives high levels of 
satisfaction.

Learning Objectives
Upon completion of this course, the dental 
professional should be able to:
• Understand the changing mindset of dental 

team members today regarding employment 
and the factors that contribute to elevated 
levels of job satisfaction.

• Learn the seven steps of building a superior 
team that will allow any practice to help the 
team experience continual growth and go to 
the next level.

• Comprehend the strategies relative to 
recruiting, interviewing, and hiring team 
members that will help overcome the staff 
shortage and ensure that each new addition 
to the dental team is the right fit for the 
practice.

Introduction
Staffing and team building have always been a 
challenge in dentistry, as they are in most other 
businesses. It is more of an art than a science 
to hire, train, motivate and retain the right 
team members. Adding to the complexity is 
the need to create a cohesive team that works 
together with efficiency and harmony. Building 
a superior team should be the goal of every 
dental practice.

However, teams are dynamic, not static. They 
go through all types of phases as different 
team members have issues, challenges, and 
opportunities in both their personal and work 
lives, which as they emerge, cause individual 
team members to behave differently. That can 
lead to friction or tension amongst the team. 
This creates deteriorating performance which 
no practice wants and is the main reason that 
team building is an ongoing activity.

Staffing and teambuilding is not as simple as 
just hiring the right people. There are articles 
that would lead you to think that this is all it 
takes, but the team is changing constantly, and 
the building process needs to have a focus 
every day. Practices that can build cohesive, 
efficient, and harmonious teams not only tend 
to have higher levels of practice, production, 
and profitability, but they also have higher 
satisfaction, enjoyment, and overall fun.

The Changing Desires of Today’s 
Dental Staff Member
There’s been a dynamic shift in what people 
want from a job today. Traditionally, business 
is focused on transactional employment, which 
can be defined as “you pay someone to do 
a job and they do it.” Today we are seeing a 
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shift to what I call “relationship employment.” 
People have a much deeper need to derive 
different types of satisfaction from their work. 
Consider the following:

1. Purpose. Many dental team members today 
work for a paycheck, but that is not their main 
goal. They want to have a purpose, and that 
purpose could be making a difference in the 
success of the practice, providing excellent 
patient care, interacting with other people, or 
being in a professional services environment. 
Having a purpose that is clearly defined is often 
referred to as a mission. Your mission will go a 
long way toward helping people feel high levels 
of satisfaction in their work.

2. Collegiality. Many people also want to be 
part of a positive harmonious team. They 
want to go to work to be with coworkers that 
they also view as friends who are supportive, 
positive and moving in the same direction. 
People no longer want to feel anxious on 
Sunday night as if “I have to go to work 
tomorrow.” Instead, they want to look forward 
to going to work. They want to be in an 
environment that has a positive strong culture 
where they feel that they work in cooperation 
with others to achieve daily and long-term 
goals.

3. Flexibility. Although this is difficult for 
dental practices, there are an increasing 
number of people today that would like to 
have more flexibility in their work. Between 
children, daycare, elderly parents, and other 
life challenges, they would like to be able to 
work only on certain days or certain hours. In 
fact, we are already seeing an increase in job 
sharing in dental practices where the dental 
assistant position is split between two team 
members to combat some of the effects of the 
dental staffing shortage.

4. Growth opportunities. Jobs in dental 
practices often have limited growth 
opportunities. Team members cannot 
necessarily be promoted or moved to other 
departments easily as how it happens 
within larger corporations. However, growth 
opportunities can also come in the form of 
additional advanced training, bonus systems, 

increased responsibility, and periodic meetings 
to identify the team member’s interests. 
Leaders today have a new role beyond simply 
showing up every day. It is imperative that they 
spend time with team members to understand 
their individual needs and motivations, all of 
which leads to higher levels of staff longevity.

Learning Theory
There are seven steps required to build and 
maintain a superior team. They are:

Step 1: Recruiting
There are no guarantees when it comes 
to recruiting and there are no “slam dunk” 
strategies. The first step is to write a job 
description that clearly defines exactly 
what you want the job to be and be able to 
communicate it to a potential candidate.

The second strategy is online advertising. 
Remember that one key element of identifying 
good candidates is making your ad stand 
out. Make your ad energetic, enthusiastic, 
and upbeat. Talk about positive factors such 
as joining a talented team, having a true 
purpose in the position, gaining opportunities 
for growth and development, and earning a 
signing bonus.

The third strategy is to offer team members a 
referral bonus if they refer a candidate for a 
position that is hired and stays 90 days. Team 
members often know people that would make 
excellent additions to the staff and when a 
team member recommends another individual, 
it is someone they would like to work with.

The fourth strategy is to speak to recruiting 
firms. Recruiting firms often have broader 
reach and more candidates, but they also have 
the same challenge in a tight labor market 
of not having as many people to offer for 
potential positions. So, it’s important to engage 
in excellent interviewing, even though the 
recruiting firm has theoretically screened the 
candidate.

The fifth strategy is to identify part-time 
individuals if you cannot find a full-time person. 
There has been a recent uptick in the number 
of part-time dental staff members as some 
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If the candidate is offered a live interview 
after the phone screening, you should request 
that they email a résumé. The practice can 
then also check references prior to the live 
interview, allowing it to be prepared to offer 
the candidate a position during the meeting.

In the past it was often recommended to hold 
2 to 3 interviews with a potential candidate. 
However, today it is more effective to plan on 
holding only 1 in-person interview. There’s a 
danger that waiting too long may result in the 
candidate accepting another position. Once 
the phone screening is complete and the 
résumé has been requested the interviewer 
should be prepared to present a job offer if 
the live interview shows that they are the right 
candidate.

The overall approach is to be prepared for the 
interview through phone screening, résumé 
review, reference checks, and offer prep. 

Step 3: Hiring
One of the best strategies when it comes to 
making a hiring decision is to simply have a 
conversation during the interview. Get the 
candidate talking and take the opportunity 
to learn about them. Questions to get them 
talking can include:
• What were your last three jobs?
• How would you describe your personality?
• Why do you like dentistry?

people no longer want to work a full four- or 
five-day week.

The sixth strategy is to reconnect with previous 
team members who have left employment with 
the practice but might be interested in coming 
back. Frequently, a former team member 
returning to the practice can be a win-win.

The seventh strategy is to offer benefits beyond 
the basics. To attract excellent candidates 
some practices are now offering gas benefits, 
extra days off, retirement benefits, and even 
retention bonuses.

The eighth strategy is signing bonuses. Signing 
bonuses prior to the pandemic of 2020 were 
mostly used in recruiting sports figures and 
high-level executives. Now they are more 
common in dentistry as well and should be 
considered. You can get a sense of how to 
structure a signing bonus by reading online 
advertisements from other offices.

Step 2: Interviewing
Interviewing is a very time consuming and 
arduous process. Especially when the candidate 
does not show up! We suggest you begin 
with phone screening all candidates before 
setting up live meetings. This can be done 
either by a doctor or team member and the 
screening questions should determine whether 
this individual should receive a live interview 
appointment. Questions can include:

It is also important to complete a job 
description. The job description should include:
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• What do you not like doing in the office?
• How well do you get along with others?
•    How well do you function on the team?
• What do you dislike about your previous 

jobs?
• Where do you see yourself in five years?
• How have you grown in the last few years?

The purpose of the interview is to get to know 
the candidate both from a skillset level and as 
an individual. By having an open conversation 
and asking questions, you can gain a sense of 
how well this individual may fit on your team 
and contribute to the practice.

Step 4: Compensation
Compensation is one of the most important 
and complex aspects of bringing on new staff 
members. First, you must have a sense of what 
the compensation packages are in your local 
market for a specific position. You can ask 
colleagues, contacts, and recruiting firms. You 
can also read national surveys, dental business 
magazines, and dental advertisements. 
Remember, as recommended above, you 
should ask the candidate if they have any salary 
requirements. Knowing these factors will help 
you bring together a competitive compensation 
package. Additionally, a dental-knowledgeable 
CPA that works with numerous dentists can 
be an excellent resource for compensation 
package information as well.

Additionally, signing bonuses are becoming 
more popular. If you offer a signing bonus, be 
sure that it is paid over six months and that if 
the team member leaves, they lose access to 
any further signing bonus payments.

Step 5: Training
Great companies, and great dental practices 
know that today they must provide training to 
help team members grow and develop. The 
likelihood of hiring a fully skilled team member 
is lower today than in the past, especially 
given the technological revolution in dentistry 
and how that has increased the complexity of 
knowledge team members must have.

The single best, and only, way to train team 
members is to set clear objectives and provide 
documented, proven, step-by-step systems 

designed to achieve them. This creates a much 
easier way for new team members to train 
quickly and for current team members to 
develop higher proficiency and move to higher 
levels of growth and development.

When training dental team members, it is 
critical that the materials and programming be 
constructed to comply with the best practices 
for adult learning. For example, role playing 
is a very effective technique to teach the 
doctors and team how to communicate with 
each and to persuade patients to behave in 
the desired manner. Whether it is scripting to 
accept open slots in the schedule, or to accept 
recommended treatment, practicing these 
interactions internally, with live interaction and 
feedback will produce far better results that 
simply providing a team member a script to 
read on their own.

It is also important that all training includes 
clear explanations of how the information 
being shared is relevant to the practice. Team 
members respond better to being told “why” in 
addition to “how”.

Step 6: Retaining the current team
Employee retention strategies are frequently 
overlooked by leaders in dental practices. 
Once a new employee joins the team you want 
them to stay. And keeping existing employees 
in their current jobs is also highly desirable. It 
is very expensive to replace a team member. 
According to the Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM), a company can expect to 
spend 6 to 9 months of an employee’s salary to 
replace them.1 The most successful retention 
strategy (beyond competitive compensation) 
is to treat team members as customers and 
provide them with excellent customer service. 
The more we treat our team as customers, 
the more likely we are to retain them, build 
motivation, and enthusiasm and increase staff 
longevity. One recommendation is to develop 
an annual calendar of customer events strictly 
focused on the team. In developing your 
calendar consider the following questions:
• What education will be provided?
• What meetings will be held and what are 

the agendas?
• What training is needed?
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practice. This is not a performance review. It 
is a casual “catch-up”, and dentists should be 
very careful to listen to each team member.

Step 7: Avoiding Burnout
In today’s world of dentistry, we are always 
in danger of burning out the current team. In 
fact, the World Health Organization refers to 
burnout as an “occupational phenomenon.”2 
In other words, it is not just fatigue, but a real 
syndrome. Burnout isn’t something that you 
can recover from in an afternoon, day off, 
or a vacation. If people burn out, they won’t 
function nearly as well, and the practice will 
suffer. To avoid burnout, dentists and office 
managers need to function as compassionate 
leaders, understand the individual and 
collective needs of team members, update 
systems, prioritize tasks around the systems, 
and work to regularly simplify the office. This 
is what many of the best practices do, and it 
has had a tremendous impact on higher levels 
of motivation, efficiency, and performance. 

Summary
Dentistry is facing a staffing shortage that 
is also occurring in many industries. The 
recommendations made in this course 
will help any practice perform better 
when it comes to recruiting, interviewing, 
hiring, compensation, training, retaining, 
avoiding burnout. By following these 
recommendations, the practice can build a 
superior team with high longevity, creating an 
environment where everyone enjoys coming 
to work and derives high levels of satisfaction.

• What fun activities will the team engage in 
throughout the year?

You also want to build a phenomenally positive 
office culture. Workers today don’t want “just 
a job.” They want to belong to something 
important, feel like they’re making a difference, 
go to work to enjoy their coworkers as friends, 
and have respect for the leadership in their 
practice. Positive cultures have a tremendous 
impact on building a positive and successful 
team.

Furthermore, don’t forget to create a fun 
environment. People like fun and when they’re 
having a good time, they feel that they are 
working in the right practice. Surprises such 
as lunches, stocking the refrigerator or staff 
room with food and snacks, and other activities 
to demonstrate appreciation, go a long way 
toward building staff longevity, loyalty, and 
enthusiasm.

Another effective strategy is to offer a retention 
bonus. This is a bonus, for example, that could 
be paid on the anniversary of a team member’s 
hire date at 1, 3, 5, 10, 15, and 20 years with 
escalating amounts. Keep in mind that paying 
out even a significant bonus amount is much 
more cost effective than having to replace a 
team member.

Finally, we recommend that you meet with 
each team member periodically just to have a 
10- or 15-minute conversation. Talk about how 
they are doing and what they see regarding the 
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Course Test Preview
To receive Continuing Education credit for this course, you must complete the online test.  Please  
go to: www.dentalcare.com/en-us/ce-courses/ce700/test

1. Job seekers have shifted away from working only for a paycheck and today are also 
focused on which of the following objectives?
A. Achieving a clearly defined sense of purpose in their work.
B. Earning loyalty points on their credit card for purchases made on behalf of their employer.
C. Receiving the maximum amount of paid time off as possible.

2. The World Health Organization refers to burnout in what manner?
A. The result of working more than 40 hours per week
B. An occupational phenomenon
C. Treatable with anti-depressant pharmaceuticals

3. Which of the following questions should NOT be asked of a candidate during the phone 
screening or interview process?
A. Do you plan to have any (or more) children?
B. Do you have dental office experience?
C. Are you currently employed?

4. An effective way to establish the compensation for a team position is…
A. Read through social media posts
B. Consult with a dental-knowledgeable CPA
C. Conduct your own national salary survey

5. What number of in-person interviews are recommended when hiring for a new position 
in today’s employment environment?
A. 1
B. 2
C. 3

6. What is the suggested schedule for paying a retention bonus to team members?
A. On their 25th anniversary of employment
B. Every year, on the anniversary of their hire date
C. 1, 3, 5, 10, 15, and 20 year anniversary dates

7. After compensation, what is the most successful employee retention strategy?
A. Treat team members as “customers” and provide them with excellent customer service.
B. Give everyone a $5 gift card for a coffee shop on the first day of each month.
C. Hold 2-hour meetings each month with every team member to discuss their performance.

8. At what point after a new employee starts should the referral bonus be paid to the 
existing team member who referred the new employee to the practice?
A. After 1 week
B. After 90 days
C. After 1 year

https://www.dentalcare.com/en-us/ce-courses/ce700/test
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9. Signing bonuses are effective in attracting new employees to the dental practice.
A. True
B. False

10. Which of the following items should NOT be included in a written job description?
A. Job title
B. Required qualifications
C. Age preferences

References
1. https://lrshrm.shrm.org/blog/2017/10/essential-elements-employee-retention
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