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 It’s up to you to set the bar high. It’s 
also your job to identify what next-level 
performance looks like for your em-
ployees individually and as a team and, 
then, to help them to get there. Ideally, 
a stellar team begins at recruitment. 
Every healthcare executive wants to hire 
job candidates who have the potential 
to become stellar employees, and there 

is merit in seeking the best of the best. 
Yet, while hiring the best talent helps 
stack the deck in your favor, that strat-
egy alone will not ensure stellar perfor-
mance from your healthcare team. Even 
the most promising job candidates can 
plateau or become jaded once on the 
job if you are not careful with them.
 Talent and motivation need to 
be nurtured. It’s hard for new hires 
to hang onto their rookie enthusi-
asm and work ethic when they are 
surrounded by co-workers who do a 
good job but who don’t seek to im-
prove, or who have just-okay work-

ing relationships with one anoth-
er. McKinnon3 explains, “Em-
ployees can become uninspired, 
distracted, or frustrated if we 
don’t develop a positive and 

collaborative work environ-
ment for them.” Certainly, 
they will be unlikely to 
reach their full potential 
and may learn to settle, 

as others have, for good-
enough performance. 

Those new hires who 
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Creating a stellar team is 
one of the hardest things 
a healthcare executive can 
do, for three reasons. First, 
you may have employees 

who are satisfied with their adequate 
performance and who hold fast to 
the idea that good enough is good 
enough. Such employees may be un-
motivated and unwilling to change. 
Second, you may have external pres-
sures working against you such as 
limited resources, problem employ-
ees, understaffing, or an HR mess 
you’ve inherited from a predecessor. 
And third, you may have employees 
who want to improve but who have 
trouble doing so because change is 
often complex, hard, and unpleasant.
 Employees who seek to improve 
their performance must disrupt com-
fortable, familiar habits while simul-
taneously fostering new, possibly 
unfamiliar, ones. They may be filled 
with self-doubt, lack needed skills, fal-
ter, and backslide. Call1 warns, “This 
process [changing behavior] takes 
time—usually longer than 
we prefer.” In some cases, 
the change employees 
aspire to is so painful 
and takes so much effort 
and time that they give 
up, reverting to their more 
comfortable good, but not 
stellar performance.
 Although creat -
ing a stellar healthcare 
team is one of the hard-
est things a healthcare 
executive can do, it is 
also one of the most 
important. Every-
thing that happens 

in your healthcare organization relies 
on the people who work in it. In fact, 
your employees are your most valuable 
asset, more so than the building you sit 
in or the equipment you use. The qual-
ity of your professional services and 
the very reputation of your healthcare 
organization depend on your employ-
ees. As VP Legacies2 says, “Employees 

champion your business and determine 
the success or failure of it.” Healthcare 
executives can certainly be grateful for 
their good employees. However, they 
cannot afford to allow good-level per-
formance to slide by unnoticed and un-
changed year after year because they 
are too busy putting out fires or racing 
to keep up with a punishing workload.
 A stellar healthcare team must be 
every leader’s goal.

How to take your good employees to the next level.

The Stellar Healthcare Team

BY LAURA HILLS, DA
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If you’ll not settle for anything less than your best,

 you will be amazed at what you can accomplish 

in your lives.—Vince Lombardi

Continued on page 105
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Ten Barriers to Creating a Stellar Healthcare Team
CHART 1

Even highly motivated employees who want to improve their performance may hit some roadblocks along the way. 
Hearn20 identifies 10 barriers that employees often face when attempting to level up their performance and suggests how 
you can overcome them. 

The Barrier                          The Problem                                What to Do 

Poor work/life Healthcare organizations that encourage a first-in/
balance last-out culture and lunches at desks are doing their 
   employees a great disservice. Leveling up requires 
   focus and energy. Employees need time away from 
   work to rest and recuperate.

Toxic work  Many problems can create a toxic work environment,
environment such as bullying, overworking, and unfairness in the 
   way employees are treated. Toxicity will eat away at 
   employees and be a powerful distraction from their 
   efforts to improve.

Lack of  Employees spend a great deal of their time at work. 
community They need to feel social bonds and that they are part 
   of a well-functioning team. 

Too much red  Is it a trial to get even the simplest task completed?
tape  Are your employees bogged down by rules 
   and complicated procedures? Red tape can 
   slow everything and be a huge obstacle to your 
   employee’s productivity and improvement.

Complicated  Employees who are constantly struggling to
software navigate your software will become frustrated. Their 
   productivity and performance will suffer and their 
   patience will be stretched thin.

Few one-on- Employees want to feel that they are individuals, 
ones not part of a herd. They crave one-on-one time to 
   discuss their problems, questions, feedback, and 
   professional development.

Few  Employees who believe that they are in a dead-end
development  job are likely to become demotivated. Hearn says,
opportunities “This will likely result either in an employee who 
   isn’t contributing as much as they have the potential 
   to, or in an employee who will jump ship to explore 
   opportunities elsewhere.”

Lack of clarity Employees cannot aspire to being stellar performers 
   if they don’t know what stellar looks like. They 
   won’t know what to do if you don’t tell them what’s 
   expected of them.

Lack of  Employees who do not understand how and why
alignment  their efforts are relevant to the organization won’t
with your  be motivated to improve. They won’t be able to see
organization’s  how their next-level performance will contribute to
goals the greater good or make anything better. 

Lack of  Even the most engaged employees can become
employee  demotivated and frustrated if their efforts go
recognition  unacknowledged. Recognition is a huge driver for
and reward employee improvement.

Be a leader who “walks the walk,” Hearn says. Model 
good work/life balance. Leave work at a reasonable time. 
Take your full annual vacation. Don’t work through lunch. 
Then, encourage your employees to do the same. 

Take a hard line with toxic behavior and do not allow 
it. Be certain that your management policies are 
administered fairly and consistently. Do not allow anyone 
to overwork or overstress your employees, or to treat 
them in any way less than with complete respect.

Facilitate team-building activities and organize social 
events for your employees. Do not allow exclusionary 
behaviors from cliques or individuals. 

Keep simplicity at the heart of your work processes. 
Intervene when you identify a rule or process that 
is needlessly difficult and seek ways to eliminate or 
streamline it.

Make user-friendly, intuitive software a priority. Hearn 
suggests that you opt for “simple and effective tools” 
that your employees will enjoy using.

Develop a system of regular one-on-one performance 
conversations. Coach employees to ensure that they are 
“engaged and enthusiastic,” Hearn says.

Offer clear pathways for personal and career 
advancement, as well as ongoing training and 
development opportunities both inside and outside your 
healthcare organization.

Work collaboratively with your employees to determine 
their performance goals and the best strategies for 
achieving them. Be clear about your expectations for 
their current performance and for their leveling up.

Be transparent with your employees about your 
organization’s goals. Help them to connect what they do 
day in and day out to the bigger picture. Also help them 
to establish personal and team goals that align with your 
organization’s goals. 

Create recognition moments for your employees. A 
simple thank-you card, employee of the month program, 
or social event can provide a needed opportunity for 
you to recognize your employees’ leveling up efforts 
and achievements. Never under-estimate the power of 
a simple word of recognition. Praise and thanks can be 
hugely reinforcing, Hearn says. 
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hang onto their desire and passion to be stellar perform-
ers won’t remain for long in an organization that doesn’t 
foster that excellence within them. When they’re ready 
to seek greener pastures, another employer will be all too 
happy to encourage and help them to improve if you and 
your organization can’t or won’t.
 Most healthcare organizations have good employees. 
They may even have some stellar ones. But imagine if 
you could help your good employees to ramp up their 
performance to the next level. Imagine a healthcare 
organization where every employee is continuously im-
proving, striving ever upward to achieve higher and 
higher levels of performance. As Hppy4 argues, “It is your 
responsibility to take them [your employees] from good 
to great.” Doing so will benefit your employees but also, 
your healthcare organization and every patient you serve.

The Benefits of a Continuously Improving 
Healthcare Team
 Your employees will be most receptive to leveling up 
their performance if you take time to prepare them for 
the task. Without preparation, they may dig in their heels 
about what you ask of them or be afraid that their jobs 
may be in jeopardy. Some may placate you by telling you 
that they want to improve their performance but not do 
so in spirit or deed. Be transparent about your motives.
 Naturally, your employees will suspect that you want 
them to improve their performance for the sake of your 
organization. Admit to them that this is true. Your organi-
zation will enjoy many benefits from their improved per-
formance, such as increased productivity and profitability, 
lower costs, more efficient operations, fewer errors, lower 
turnover, and higher quality. These are the outcomes every 
healthcare executive seeks, so be unapologetic about it. 
However, help your employees also to see that your goal as 
a leader is to develop them professionally and to help them 
to succeed. Share with them the benefits that they will 
enjoy both personally and professionally by bringing their 
performance to the next level. As Skhmot5 argues, “Know-
ing the benefits of the process can provoke action, allow 
for proper allocation of resources, and inspire everyone 
to put in the hard work necessary to pull off a successful 
program.” Before proceeding, be sure that your employees 
see that, as Nye6 suggests, becoming next-level employees 
“benefits everyone, not just the business.”
 Specifically, describe what your employees stand to 
gain if they level up their performance. Here are five of 
those benefits described in detail, with several more listed 
later. Explore these with your employees, but also ask 
them what they think they will enjoy when they bring 
their performance to the next level:
 
	 •	Better	Work	Environment:	Problems can be solved 
and the work environment can get better. But do your 
employees believe this? Have they experienced it? Noth-
ing demonstrates that the work environment can improve 
more clearly to employees than leaders who take action, 

Stellar Healthcare Team (from page 103)
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from good to stellar; it will indeed be 
a gratifying self-improvement effort.

Apply the “I+1” Principle 
to Employee Performance 
Improvement
 The i+1 Principle is a learning 
theory developed by the linguist Ste-
phen Krashen10 in the 1970s. It sug-
gests that learning is most effective 
when we meet a learner’s current 
level and add just one level of dif-
ficulty, like the next rung on a lad-
der. Western11 suggests that although 
Krashen developed his i+1 Princi-
ple for those striving to learn a new 
language, “We’re talking about more 
than just language here, this applies 
to anything you decide to do.”
 I’d like to share with you now 

an example of how Krashen’s i+1 
Principle worked in my own life to 
illustrate how you can use it with 
your employees to help them im-
prove their performance. I play jazz 
standards on the piano. Several years 
ago, I wanted to improve my play-
ing, so I decided to listen again and 
again to recordings of the greats, like 
Art Tatum, Oscar Peterson, Marian 
McPartland, Errol Garner, and Mary 
Lou Williams. However, my playing 
got no better, no matter how many 
times I listened to a song or how 
hard I tried to figure out what these 
incredible pianists were doing. Then 
one day I stumbled upon recordings 
of jazz standards by a pianist I’d 
never heard of (and probably most 
people haven’t). He was a cocktail 
pianist at a hotel lounge. His playing 
was very enjoyable but just a little 
bit better than mine. I listened to his 
recordings repeatedly and found that 
I could figure out what he was doing 
that made his playing better. Pretty 
soon, with more listening and prac-
tice, I pulled myself up to his level 

have high expectations, and continu-
ously work to make things better for 
the people they lead. Be a continuous-
ly improving leader and show your 
employee how bringing their perfor-
mance to the next level will make the 
work environment better for everyone.

	 •	Greater	Happiness:	Employees 
will enjoy working in a better work envi-
ronment, and logically, Nye says, “Better 
working environments result in happier 
employees.” Continuous improvement, 
when undertaken without inordinate 
pressure, ultimately makes employees’ 
jobs easier, not harder. It can promote 
higher morale, a sense of wellbeing, and 
greater happiness about work.

	 •	 Less	 Fault-Finding	 and	 Con-
flict:	Employees who are happy are far 
less likely to find fault with others than 
employees who are unhappy or neutral 
in their feelings. Happy employees are 
less likely to nitpick, spread gossip, or 
complain about co-workers. They usu-
ally don’t dwell on negative thoughts 
for long and are less likely to act on 
them. As well, happy employees are 
less likely to take the bait and engage 
in a fight when a co-worker provokes 
them. In short, Nye says, “Happier em-
ployees are less likely to create conflict 
with others.”

	 •	 Better	 Relationships	 with	
Co-workers:	 Happy employees are 
more likely to form strong teams. 
They generally believe that obstacles 
will be easier to overcome if they 
work together. They will believe, too, 
that creativity will flourish through 
collaboration and that achieving 
goals as a team will be extremely 
gratifying. They will find that victo-
ries will be sweeter when they are 
won together. Happy employees will 
also find that it is easier for them 
to stay motivated and true to their 
individual next-level paths when 
the whole team is doing the same. 
As Milsom7 suggests, “Continuous 
improvement acts as the glue” that 
helps employees to develop stronger 
bonds and to work collaboratively.

	 •	 Opportunities	 for	 Advance-
ment:	Of course, you cannot promise 

your employees that improving their 
performance will guarantee them pro-
motions and raises. However, you can 
tell them that setting and achieving 
higher performance goals will be re-
flected positively in their performance 
reviews. And, as Indeed8 suggests, em-
ployees who produce quality work 
and continue to improve “are more 
likely to have greater job security.”
 There are many more benefits 
that employees will enjoy by leveling 
up their performance. For example, 
they may feel that they take more 
pride in their work, that work is more 
interesting, and that they are devel-
oping new skills and gaining new 
knowledge. They may find that their 
confidence is increasing, too, as they 
master new skills and that it is ex-

citing to work toward becoming the 
best version of themselves. There is 
something naturally appealing about 
self-improvement. Greco9 explains, “I 
am an absolute sucker for a before 
and after. I love watching home im-
provement shows. It’s amazing to see 
the big reveal at the end and see how 
all of that hard work paid off to cre-
ate something absolutely beautiful.” 
So, too, will your employees enjoy 
seeing their progress and results.
 If you doubt the allure of self-im-
provement, take a look at the number 
of self-help resources that you can 
find in a bookstore or online. In fact, 
think for a moment about why you 
are reading this article right now. Ar-
en’t you reading it because you want 
to improve or expand your approach 
to managing your good employees 
and to add new tools for your lead-
ership toolkit? Your good employees 
are no different. They, too, will be 
attracted to self-improvement activ-
ities, provided that they see them as 
such. Therefore, be sure to help your 
employees to appreciate that taking 
their performance to the next level, 
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Happy employees are more likely 
to form strong teams. They generally believe that 

obstacles will be easier to overcome if they 
work together. 
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for one song, then another, and another, until my overall 
playing improved. There is no way that at my level of 
playing at that time or even now I could begin to under-
stand how to play like Oscar Peterson. His intricate runs 
and improvisations were and are unfathomable to me and 
certainly beyond my technical ability. But playing like 
that relatively unknown cocktail pianist was something 
I could achieve because he was only a little better than 
me. In Krashen’s terms, his playing was +1, or one level 
above mine. Peterson’s playing, on the other hand, was 
probably +1000.
 If we ask employees to ramp up to Oscar Peterson-lev-
el employee performance, it will take a miracle for that 
to happen. Too ambitious a goal can overwhelm them, 
and they may react to it by deciding that it is impossible. 
However, if we ask them to level up just one level, as 
Krashen suggests, such a goal will seem reasonable and 
within their reach. When they make it to that next level, 
they can set their sights on the level one step higher and 
achieve it, too. Then they can move on to the next level 
and the next and the next. Employees who are continu-
ously applying Krashen’s i+1 Principle to their self-im-
provement will enjoy many successes along the way that 
will reinforce their efforts. They will also learn a strategy 
that they can use to improve their performance continu-
ously throughout their careers.
 Your job is to help your employees to identify their 
+1s, give them the support and time they need to work 
toward them, troubleshoot and guide when needed, and 
reinforce and reward their efforts and accomplishments. 
Your job also will be to inspire your employees to set 
their sights high and to work toward them step by step. 
As Muhammad Ali12 wrote toward the end of his life, “I 
have learned to live my life one step, one breath, and one 
moment at a time…I am still learning.”

How to Create a Next-Level Culture in Your 
Organization: 10 Strategies
 Employees can be motivated to improve their perfor-
mance by different things. As Hppy suggests, “Anything 
from positive reinforcement to providing methods of 
professional development and upward mobility can have 
a desirable impact on employee development.” However, 
what works to motivate improvement in one employee 
may not work for another. The common denominator in 
every stellar healthcare team, though, is a leader who 
creates a next-level culture, one who envisions, describes, 
motivates, supports, and reinforces next-level perfor-
mance for everyone. Here are 10 strategies that you can 
use to create that culture within your organization:

 1) Start with Yourself. Oliver Goldsmith13 famously 
wrote in 1832, “People seldom improve when they have no 
other model but themselves to copy.” His words ring true 
today. What are you doing to level up your own perfor-
mance? For instance, what books are you reading, courses 
are you taking, conferences are you attending, or new 

Stellar Healthcare Team (from page 106)
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tender moment in the self-improve-
ment process. Leveling up with this 
kind of focus and intention may be a 
new experience for your employees, 
and they may not feel sure about it. 
Don’t allow them to be too ambitious. 
Quick wins, especially at the begin-
ning, are what Reynolds calls the “#1 
way to keep the momentum going in 
the right direction.”

	 7)	 Establish	 a	 Precise	 Strategy	
for	Achieving	 the	 First	Goal.	 Work 
with your employees to figure out 
how they will work toward achieving 
their first goal. There may be more 

than one way to go about it, or it may 
be that a combination of strategies 
will work best. The key here is to ex-
plore the options and involve your 
employees not only in the “what to 
do” but also in the “how to do.” Are 
they going to take an online course, 
read a book, shadow a more-experi-
enced employee, or practice a new 
skill at least 30 minutes a day? Are 
they going to document a behavioral 
change? For example, if they are trying 
to make it a habit to smile and make 
eye contact with every patient, how 
are they going to track their progress 
patient by patient, day by day?

	 8)	 Establish	 a	 Deadline. When 
will your employees reach their first 
goals? One week? Two? One month? 
Choose a “Goldilocks” deadline for 
the goal—not too soon, not too late, 
but just right. As Young18 suggests, 
“Parkinson’s Law states that tasks ex-
pand to fill the time given to them. By 
setting a strict deadline in advance you 
can cut off this expansion and focus on 
what is most important.” Don’t give 
your employees so much time that they 
dawdle, but also don’t give them so 
little time that they become stressed 
or give up. Young explains, “Robots 
can work without sleep, relaxation, 
or distractions. Your employees aren’t 

skills are you learning? Are you work-
ing with a leadership coach or a men-
tor? Do you meet regularly with other 
leaders to share best practices? Have 
you been the subject of a edback re-
view? Webster14 suggests, “You must 
become the change you want to see in 
your team or organization.” Commit to 
leveling up your own performance and 
share your next-level goals, strategies, 
and progress with your employees.

	 2)	 Involve	 Your	 Employees	
in	 Defining	 Stellar	 Performance. 
When it comes to your team’s per-
formance, you will ultimately be the 
person to set the bar where it needs 
to be. However, your employees will 
take to the idea of leveling up more 
willingly if they have been part of 
the bar-setting process. As Horlick15 
explains, “By getting employees ac-
tively involved in a change that im-
pacts them directly, you will provide 
them with an increased sense of con-
trol, build their commitment to the 
change, and reduce the amount of 
resistance that is likely to occur.”
 Hold one or more staff meetings 
to engage your staff in a discussion 
about what stellar performance looks 
like. Where have they seen it both in-
side and outside your healthcare or-
ganization? Then ask them to identify 
ways that their good performance falls 
short of that definition of stellar. Ask 
them, too, to identify obstacles that 
they believe stand in the way of their 
achieving higher levels of performance. 
Asking and answering these questions 
together will encourage your employ-
ees to feel ownership of the process. 
That can feel very empowering as they 
embark on their leveling-up journey.

	 3)	 Emphasize	 the	 Importance	
of	 Soft	 Skills. For decades, there’s 
been a strong emphasis on technical 
or hard skills in the workplace. Job 
candidates often are hired because 
of their training, credentials, certi-
fications, technical knowledge, and 
experience. However, Keogh16 says, 
“Hard skills get you hired, soft skills 
could get you fired.” That’s because 
soft skills, though usually harder to 
define and measure than hard skills, 
are just as critical. Explore with your 

employees the ways that leveling 
up their performance may require 
them to improve their hard skills, soft 
skills, or, very possibly, both.

	 4)	Focus	on	What	They	Are	Al-
ready	 Doing	 Well.	 It’s all too easy 
to dwell on our shortcomings. Help 
your employees begin their lev-
eling-up efforts by taking stock of 
their strengths. Hppy suggests, “Your 
goal here is to build your employ-
ees up.” A strengths-based approach 
to self-improvement allows employ-
ees to capitalize on what they al-
ready do well. Be generous with your 

well-deserved compliments. Hppy 
says, “Complimenting employees is 
a simple way to make employees feel 
empowered and invested.”

	 5)	 Establish	 the	 First	 Achiev-
able	 i+1	Goal.	You may work with 
employees one-on-one to establish 
the first goal that they will tackle 
individually. You may also establish 
the first goal that your team will tack-
le together. In either case, agree to 
goals that are i+1, or only one level 
up from where employees are now. 
Stick to a behavioral goal that is easy 
to describe, observe, and measure. 
Make it specific. For instance, being 
friendlier to patients is too large and 
too unclear a goal. Making eye con-
tact and smiling at the beginning of 
every patient interaction is a more 
manageable and measurable goal.

	 6)	 Go	 for	 a	 Quick	 Win. Ideal-
ly, employees should achieve their 
first goal in no more than one month. 
Reynolds17 explains, “Quick wins seem 
like the antithesis of long-term per-
formance improvement. Yet strategic 
leaders realize that quick wins are 
in their arsenal of tactics because it 
helps them achieve the Holy Grail of 
business leadership—sustainable long-
term performance.” Keep in mind that 
the setting of the first goal presents a 

 Hold one or more staff meetings 
to engage your staff in a discussion about what 

stellar performance looks like.
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be willing to do the work. Simply put, 
you can’t do all the work for them, nor 
should you try to. At the end of the day, 
it is what they learn, what they practice 
again and again, what they strive for, 
and what they achieve that will deter-
mine whether they will improve or stag-
nate. The powerful combination of the 
individual work employees do plus the 
additional creative and strategic efforts 
of a good leader is what is necessary to 
transform a good employee into a stellar 
one.
 When you ask your good employees 
to improve their performance, remem-
ber that it’s a big ask. Many employers 
would be thrilled to have good employ-
ees and would be happy to settle for 
good performance. Asking good employ-
ees to become better may not be met 
with triple cartwheels. Have patience, 
keep at it, and don’t let your employees 
lull you into that “good-enough” trap. 
Stay firm in your commitment. See the 
potential in your employees. It’s there if 
you look hard enough. Then, stay with 
it. The only way you will ever create 
a stellar team is if you believe that it is 
possible and if you are willing to be the 
catalyst for change. PM
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complishments, even if they were 
small. Amabile and Kramer suggest, 
“When we think about progress, we 
often imagine how good it feels to 
achieve a long-term goal or experi-
ence a major breakthrough. These 

big wins are great—but they are rel-
atively rare. The good news is that 
even small wins can boost inner 
work life tremendously.” Reinforce 
the good work your team has done 
and make an effort to follow up with 
each of your employees individual-
ly. Amabile and Kramer warn, “The 
power of progress is fundamental 
to human nature, but few managers 
understand it or know how to lever-
age progress to boost motivation.” 
Talk with your staff about the sheer 
joy there is in progress. Congratulate 
them on their good work. Give them 

credit for achieving their goals or for 
trying if they did not.

 Some goals will be achieved and 
require no follow-up. For instance, 
earning a certification is a one-and-do-
ne goal. Once the employee earns it, 
it’s done. However, behavioral chang-
es require further assessments to en-
sure that the employee keeps up the 
new behavior and doesn’t backslide. 
Establish a follow-up assessment 
schedule and continue it until you and 
the employee are certain that the new 
behavior has become a habit.

What More Can You Do to Create a 
Stellar Healthcare Team?
 The focus of this article has been 
on helping your employees to level up 
from good to stellar through goal-setting 
and accountability. However, there is 
much more that a healthcare executive 
can do to create a stellar team. These 
strategies and many more are excel-
lent ways to improve the performance 
of a good healthcare team. That said, 
professional development is not a spec-
tator sport. Your employees must be 
accountable for their own professional 
development and play an active role in 
it. They must work collaboratively with 
their teammates and with you to lev-
el-up their performance, and they must 
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Asking good employees to become better 
may not be met with triple cartwheels. Have patience, 
keep at it, and don’t let your employees lull you into 

that “good-enough” trap.
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