


CHL Self-Study Lesson Plan

NOVEMBER / DECEMBER 2017   Communiqué   25www.iahcsmm.org

Sponsored by:

Lesson No. CHL 364 (Supervisory Continuing Education - SCE) by Richard Schule, CRCST, CIS, CHL, 
FCS, CST, CHMMC, AGTS, ASQ CQIA

LEARNING OBJECTIVE
1. Explain the importance of employee  
 engagement
2. Identify the most effective ways to  
 manage a difficult employee
3. Identify ways Central Service leaders can  
 motivate and demotivate employees

Supervisory Continuing Education (SCE) lessons 
provide members with ongoing education focusing 
on supervisory or management issues. These 
lessons are designed for CHL re-certification, but 
can be of value to any CRCST in a management or 
supervisory role. 

Earn Continuing Education Credits:

Online: Visit www.iahcsmm.org for online
grading at a nominal fee.

By mail: Mailed submissions to IAHCSMM will not 
be graded and will not be granted a point value
(paper/pencil grading of the SCE Lesson Plans is
not available through IAHCSMM or Purdue Univer-
sity; IAHCSMM accepts only online subscriptions).

Scoring: Each online quiz with a passing score 
of 70% or higher is worth two points (2 contact 
hours) toward your CHL re-certification (6 points) 
or CRCST re-certification (12 points).

More information: IAHCSMM provides online 
grading service for any of the Lesson Plan varie-
ties. Purdue University provides grading services 
solely for CRCST and CIS lessons. Direct any 
questions about online grading to IAHCSMM at 
312.440.0078.

Employee Engagement 
and the Challenges with 
Difficult Employees

W
HETHER A CENTRAL SERVICE (CS) PROFESSIONAL IS NEW TO 
the leadership role or is a veteran manager, it is important to take a self-
imposed “time out” to reflect, review and confirm that the department’s 
direction remains within the scope of the facility’s and department’s 

mission. More importantly, this time out allows a leader to review their own conduct 
and how they engage with their team. A leader creates conditions that motivate 
employees by establishing goals and influencing employees to attain those goals.1 It is 
essential that all leaders ask themselves whether they lead from behind a desk or are 
on the frontline from time to time, sharing in the responsibility of the day’s events. 
Successful leaders push themselves to learn something new each day and are inclined  
to share their knowledge with staff, and maintain transparency. CS leaders should 
cultivate their department’s work environment so their staff can fulfill their personal 
needs, interests and goals, while achieving the objectives of the department and 
healthcare facility.

OBJECTIVE 1: EXPLAIN THE 
IMPORTANCE OF EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT
Employee engagement is now one 
of the most challenging areas that 
strategic organizations are focusing 
their attention. CS leaders should view 
their staff members as the engine that 
powers departmental progress – where 
full engagement is viewed as a set of 
well-oiled cylinders that fire consistently. 
Engaged employees are more productive. 
According to Gallup research, companies 
in the top percentile when it comes to 
employee engagement have 21% better 
productivity.2 What can CS leaders do to 
develop motivated staff? Their challenge 

lies in getting to know the employees with 
whom they lead.

The concept of leadership implies the 
need to guide and influence employees 
to undertake specific actions. More 
than ever, the role of a leader is one of 
a facilitator and coach who assembles 
resources and provides guidance. The 
leader who is flexible and able to select 
a style that is comfortable to work 
with and appropriate for the employee 
and the situation will likely be better 
able to provide an environment where 
motivation can take place.1

Improved employee engagement has 
been linked to a reduction in:
• Absenteeism;
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• Employee turnover;
• Safety incidents;
• Patient safety incidents; and
• Quality defects.

Employees want to feel connected to 
their department, and feeling a bond 
with the value of the department is one 
way to create that connection. Modern 
Survey, an employee survey company, 
conducts a bi-annual National Employee 
Engagement Study that analyzes more 
than 1,000 employee surveys. For this 
study, the company asks a simple yes or 
no question: “Does your organization 
have a set of values that is known and 
understood by most employees?” If 
the answer to that question is “yes,” the 
organization is 30 times more likely to 
be fully engaged with employees. The 
absence of values almost guarantees 
employees will not be fully engaged.3

What follows are some practical tips to 
ensure values are truly embedded in the 
department:

Ensure CS leadership talks about the 
values regularly. The department’s values 
should be part of a daily conversation. For 
example, review a specific value during 
shift report and make them part of the 
department’s communication strategy. 
Internal and external communications 
should contain references to the 
department’s core values and mission 
(e.g., placing the department’s values 
and mission statement in the header of 
all meeting minutes documentation, and 
beginning staff meetings with a review of 
the department’s values).

Link daily accomplishments to the 
department’s values. Throughout each 
day, encourage employees to provide 
examples of their achievements and 
successes.

BUILD CULTURE INTENTIONALLY
The foundation of a great departmental 
culture is employee satisfaction. What 
follows are three goals a good leader 
should strive to achieve to drive employee 
on-the-job satisfaction. 

Alignment – This occurs when employees 
understand how their specific role fits into 
the bigger purpose of the department and 
the organization. For example, how does 
the CS technician’s role support infection 
prevention in the facility?

Positivity – This promotes a level of 
gratitude and appreciation. Showing 
appreciation (e.g., thanking employees 
daily for their contributions) is an 
essential aspect of positivity.  An 
observant and engaged leader can 
identify several specific events each day 
that are worthy of praise and gratitude.

Progress – Ensuring employees feel they 
are achieving milestones and being 
acknowledged for their accomplishments 
is critical to their on-the-job satisfaction.  
One example is developing a departmental 
dashboard to identify monthly goals 
(e.g., number of trays processed without 
an error, or number of sterilization loads 
without a positive biological result).

PROMOTING EMPLOYEE SATISFACTION
There is a saying, “People don’t leave bad 
companies, they leave bad managers.” 
Great CS leaders can facilitate high 
employee engagement and satisfaction 
levels. Employees want to feel that 
CS leadership cares about them as 
professionals and individuals. They want 
to believe their managers want them to 
succeed. Good manager hygiene is a key 
factor in keeping engagement at healthy 
levels.3 Five key components of a good CS 
leader include:
• A habit of amplifying accomplishments;
• A tendency to thank staff for their  

 efforts and contributions;
• A bias toward positive feedback;
• Ensuring employees are put into a  
 position to succeed; and
• Effective communication skills.

The ideal level of engagement is when 
the entire department is empowered 
and encouraged to recognize one 
another’s achievements. This kind of 
environment blankets the department in 
positivity, broadcasts the department’s 
daily achievements and creates a pattern 
of prosocial behavior, which means 
colleagues are actively seeking ways to 
help one another.

According to Adam Grant, a professor 
at Wharton Business School and author 
of “Give and Take,” “Research shows that 
when you have groups of people who are 
engaging in prosocial behavior, you get 
faster problem-solving, more efficient 
coordination and less variability in work 
because people are willing to step up and 
cover for one another when they make 
mistakes.”3

According to a 2013 Workforce Mood 
Tracker survey, of those who indicated 
they recognized a colleague in the last 
month, 62% described themselves as 
“highly engaged.” Of those who stated 
they have never recognized someone at 
work, only 27% considered themselves 
“highly engaged.”3 This further 
demonstrates that when CS leaders take 
time to engage with their staff, the return 
will be exponentially favorable to their 
department and healthcare facility.

OBJECTIVE 2: IDENTIFY THE MOST 
EFFECTIVE WAYS TO MANAGE A 
DIFFICULT EMPLOYEE
Sometimes, a CS leader will be challenged 
by and work with employees who do not 
perform well, are difficult to manage, 
or have a difficult time getting along 
with others. There also may be times 
when an employee has well-meaning 
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intentions, but still does not quite do what 
is expected or required. Unfortunately, 
CS leaders often find themselves 
spending a disproportionate amount 
of time, thought and emotional energy 
on these employees. What follows are 
some strategies CS leaders can follow to 
more effectively manage a challenging 
employee.

Listen. It may, at times, seem easier to 
disengage and stop paying attention to 
what is going on when confronted by 
a challenging employee; however, the 
best managers remain attentive when 
someone is not doing well. Effective 
leaders recognize their best opportunity 
to improve the situation lies in having the 
clearest possible understanding of the 
situation, including the employee’s point 
of view. In some cases, simply listening 
can be the answer. The leader may hear 
about a problem that is not the employee’s 
fault, but may be solved by intervention. 
Employees may become less challenging 
once they feel heard, and improved 
communication can help uncover other 
departmental issues that can be addressed 
to promote quality and satisfaction within 
the department.

Provide clear feedback. Giving 
tough feedback is one of the most 
uncomfortable things a CS leader will 
have to do, but great managers learn to 
do it reasonably well. Clear and specific 
feedback lowers the other person’s 
defensiveness and gives them the specific 
information they need to improve. 

Document. Whenever a CS leader is 
having significant problems with an 
employee, it is essential to write down 
the key points of the issue(s) at hand. 
Detailed, consistent documentation is one 
of the best approaches a leader can take 
to track, monitor and, ultimately, address 
problems.

Be consistent. Employees look to see 
what their leader does more than what 
they say. Therefore, if a CS leader states 
a certain behavior is unacceptable, it is 
important to maintain that stance. CS 
leaders should only set standards they are 
willing to maintain consistently.

Set consequences if things don’t change. 
Leaders must be willing to get specific 
in their expectations when managing 
challenging employees. For example, a 
leader may state, “I still believe you can 
turn this around, but here is what will 
be required.” Equally important is being 
clear on the expectation timeline and 
desired outcome. For example, stating, 
“If I don’t see the expected turnaround 
by X date, X will happen” (e.g., “You 
will be let go,” or “you will be put on 
warning” or “you will not be eligible for a 
promotion.”) If a problem employee does 
not believe their behavior will result in 
negative personal consequences, they may 
be less likely to change.

Work through the company’s processes. 
Effective CS leaders hold out hope for 
improvement until the point when they 
determine it is necessary to terminate 
employment (ensuring they have the 
proper documentation to support 
termination). When all efforts to remedy a 
situation have been made, but to no avail, 
it is important for CS leaders to have a 
clear conversation with Human Resources 
to determine exactly what needs to be 
done to terminate an employee according 
to facility policy. 

Don’t poison the well. No matter how  
difficult an employee may be, good CS 
leaders never discuss that employee’s 
behavior or situation with other employees.  
Doing so creates an environment of distrust  
and may pollute others’ perception of the 
person. It also makes the CS leader appear 
weak and unprofessional. 

Manage self talk. Successful CS leaders 
will not take sides and they strive to 
ensure what they say to themselves about 
an employee situation is as accurate as 
possible. An example of positive self talk 
might be: “His behavior is creating real 
problems for the team. I’m doing what I 
can to support him to change. If positive 
change does not happen, I will have to 
follow through with the consequences I 
discussed with the employee.”

Be courageous and honorable. Firing 
an employee is the most difficult job for 
a manager. If termination is necessary, 
it is critical to handle it effectively. CS 
leaders should not make excuses, delay 
the process or rely on someone else 
to do it. CS managers should also do 
the honorable thing and accept when 
an employee who was once facing 
termination has managed to turn things 
around successfully. 
 If a CS leader learns to use these 
approaches when faced with a difficult 
employee, then regardless of the outcome, 
they will know they have done their very 
best in a difficult situation. 

OBJECTIVE 3: IDENTIFY WAYS CS 
LEADERS CAN MOTIVATE AND 
DEMOTIVATE EMPLOYEES
An employee’s relationship with his or 
her direct manager is the single most 
crucial factor influencing that employee’s 
engagement; therefore, the responsibility 
falls on CS leadership to improve 
employee morale. What follows are some 
effective ways to help motivate employees.

Be interested. Taking a genuine interest 
in the path of an employee’s career does 
wonders for staff self-esteem, morale 
and attitude. Mentoring, coaching 
and suggesting additional training or 
coursework are helpful to employees and 
are highly valued. It is also important that 
leaders take an interest in their employees’ 



CHL Self-Study Lesson Plan

28   Communiqué   NOVEMBER / DECEMBER 2017 www.iahcsmm.org

work-life balance. When possible, 
CS leaders can offer some flexibility 
in scheduling and be understanding 
about family commitments, doctor 
appointments, etc. Even seemingly small 
gestures often make a notable difference. 
 
Actively listen. Listening thoughtfully to 
employees’ ideas for job improvement, 
as well as their problems, concerns, 
frustrations and conflicts is an integral 
part of a CS leader’s job. All employees 
appreciate being heard, even if the 
outcome is not what they had hoped for. 

Follow the Golden Rule. The Golden 
Rule is simply doing unto others as you 
would have done unto you. When it 
comes to employee treatment, this means 
respecting them as individuals and for 
the job they do. When a leader makes a 
mistake, it is important to acknowledge 
it, apologize and take responsibility. 
This exemplifies a level of maturity and 
demonstrates the importance of honesty 
and integrity above all else.

At the same time, it is important that 
leaders remain aware of and avoid these 
missteps, which can quickly demotivate 
employees:

Using one’s positional power as a CS 
leader in a way that shows you don’t 
fully respect employees as individuals 
(e.g., being chronically late for employee 
meetings, not returning their messages, 
or ignoring their suggestions for how to 
improve the department). 

Taking credit for a project where an 
employee did most of the work. Good 
CS leaders are secure enough to give full 
credit where it is due.

Losing one’s temper. Remaining calm 
and collected, even during the most 
challenging times, is an important 

leadership skill. Lost tempers are often 
followed by lost loyalty.

Failing to stand up for employees when 
they/the department are under attack. 
Assuming the attacks are without merit, 
employees will expect their manager 
to support them. When leaders aren’t 
supportive, employees remember.

Being emotionally stingy and not giving 
employees praise. Employees want to 
know they are doing a respectable job 
and are valued for their contributions. If 
an employee needs to improve in certain 
areas, that should be communicated 
honestly and helpfully. Simple words of 
encouragement are an effective, no-cost 
way that can improve employee morale 
and motivation.

CONCLUSION
CS leaders have an immense privilege and 
responsibility to lead other hardworking 
CS professionals. How they choose to 
lead and respect their employees will play 
a key role in the department’s success 
and will also have a lasting effect on the 
leader’s reputation and long-term career. 
Managing employees well, even those 
who are challenging, will lead to success 
for the department, its customers and the 
facility.  
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