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The Workforce Problem Is Not Just Going To Go 
Away – Going On The Offense In The Competition 
For Talent
By Monica E. Oss, Chief Executive Officer

substance use disorders. There is a 1.4 million 
shortage in behavioral health counselors and 1.1 
million shortage in peer support specialists.

And, the pandemic has exacerbated the problem. 
Health care has half a million jobs to recoup just to 
get to pre-pandemic levels—at a time when worker 
burnout and stress is causing many health care 
workers to rethink their career choice (see 1 Year Of 
COVID-19 Has Changed What It’s Like To Work In 
Healthcare).

But this workforce situation is not temporary and 
it has significant strategic implications. Every 
executive team needs to address how workforce 
shortages will affect their organizations—if they 
do nothing new. They should determine what 
new strategies they plan to adopt to assure 
they have the workforce to meet their strategic 
objectives. Many executives appear to be waiting 
for “divine intervention”—government grants for pay 
supplements or state legislative action to increase 
rates for selected services or federal workforce 
expansion initiatives. My take is that these initiatives 
will only provide short-term relief and/or come too 
late to solve the sustainability problems of many 
organizations. Organizations need a proactive 
plan—both short-term and long-term—to address 
the structural disconnect between the labor supply 
and the fee/reimbursement for services.

To that end, this issue of the OPEN MINDS 
Circle Management Newsletter is focused on 
those strategies for talent management and 

IIn Gettysburg, where the OPEN MINDS office is 
located, it is great to see that the tourist traffic has 
picked up again. But there is a big problem. Visitors 
(and even locals) are hard-pressed to find a place 
where they can grab a bite. Many of the town’s 
popular restaurants are only open three days a week 
because they are short-staffed. It’s bad for tourism 
but it is also bad for business. These restaurants are 
missing 40% of their revenue during the best part of 
the tourism season.

But Gettysburg is not alone. Overall, U.S. 
restaurants are 1.5 million workers (12 %) short 
(see Inside the Restaurant Industry’s Critical Labor 
Shortage). And strategies to respond abound – 
automation of functions, closing service locations, 
shorter hours, smaller menus and offerings, and 
higher pay are just a few. I never thought I’d see 
the day when Burger King would be offering $1,500 
hiring bonuses!

The health and human service field is also 
experiencing the same problems. There was a 
workforce shortage—from psychiatrists, to social 
workers, to direct support professionals—prior 
to the pandemic. There is an 87% shortage of 
behavioral health workers right now according to 
the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (see 4.5 Million More Behavioral 
Health Professionals Needed In U.S., A Shortage 
Of 87%). Nearly 4.5 million more behavioral health 
professionals are needed to provide adequately 
staffed care for consumers with serious emotional 
disturbances, serious mental illnesses, and 

https://www.healthcaredive.com/news/1-year-of-covid-19-has-changed-what-its-like-to-work-in-healthcare/596336/
https://www.healthcaredive.com/news/1-year-of-covid-19-has-changed-what-its-like-to-work-in-healthcare/596336/
https://www.healthcaredive.com/news/1-year-of-covid-19-has-changed-what-its-like-to-work-in-healthcare/596336/
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/employee-management/inside-restaurant-industrys-critical-labor-shortage
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/employee-management/inside-restaurant-industrys-critical-labor-shortage
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/news/nearly-4-5-million-more-behavioral-health-professionals-needed-in-u-s-to-provide-adequately-staffed-care-for-the-current-smi-sud-population/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/news/nearly-4-5-million-more-behavioral-health-professionals-needed-in-u-s-to-provide-adequately-staffed-care-for-the-current-smi-sud-population/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/news/nearly-4-5-million-more-behavioral-health-professionals-needed-in-u-s-to-provide-adequately-staffed-care-for-the-current-smi-sud-population/
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President Meena Dayak outline a plan to supplement 
and support your workforce with technology in Use 
Technology To Improve Productivity, Automate 
Repetitive Tasks, & Allow Consumer Self-Service 
(see page 16). Ms. Dayak and OPEN MINDS 
Senior Associate David Blaszczak discuss how you 
can shore up your talent pipeline with meaningful 
internship and externship opportunities in Develop 
An Internship & Externship Program To Find Talent 
Early (see page 20). OPEN MINDS Senior Associate 
Joe Naughton-Travers and Executive Vice President 
Kimberly Bond explain how to become an “employer 
of choice” and build an organization that attracts top 
performers in Become The “Employer Of Choice” 
In Specific Markets (see page 25). And Ms. Dayak 
has suggestions for how to strengthen and leverage 
a corps of volunteers in Leverage The Power Of 
Volunteers – For Non-Profits (see page 31).

This is not a cookie cutter approach—because 
“off the shelf” solutions won’t work for most 
organizations. Rather, every executive team needs 
to look at their overall organizational positioning 
and their service lines—and use the combination 
of workforce optimization strategies that aligns with 
their strategic objectives. When it comes to the 
workforce issue, I’m reminded of my strategy playing 
chess—a strong offense is the best defense. I think 
that applies to talent too.

optimization—and their implications for overall 
organizational strategy. Our team has outlined a 
seven-element approach to strategic solutions to 
the many workforce issues—summarized in The 
OPEN MINDS Playbook For Optimizing Workforce 
Recruitment & Performance (see page 4). The 
solutions range from finding resources to pay 
staff more to optimizing their skills and leveraging 
internships and volunteer contributions.

In Determine How & Where To Pay More & How To 
Adjust The Service Portfolio (see page 7), OPEN 
MINDS Senior Associate Sharon Hicks explains how 
to make tough portfolio decisions to increase pay for 
staff in programs that are critical to organizational 
revenue and sustainability. We share a model 
for  increasing productivity, staff satisfaction, and 
retention by using performance-based compensation 
to pay above market rates developed by my 
colleague, OPEN MINDS Senior Associate Ken 
Carr in Design A Performance-Based Compensation 
Model To Go Above Market Rate (see page 9).

How to ensure that skilled employees are practicing 
at the top of their license is the topic of discussion 
in Adopt Policies For Skilled Staff To Practice At 
The Top Of Their License (see page 13) by OPEN 
MINDS Senior Associate Ray Wolfe. OPEN MINDS 
Senior Associate Carol Clayton and Executive Vice 



June Monthly Management Newsletter  |  Page 4© 2021 OPEN MINDS 

The OPEN MINDS Playbook For Competing For 
Workforce Recruitment & Performance
By Monica E. Oss, Chief Executive Officer

Across all health care in the United States, the 
pandemic made the growing workforce crisis 
worse. A 2018 survey had revealed that almost half 
(48%) of clinical professionals wanted to change 
careers. And 80% of those who wanted to leave 
the profession cited extreme workloads as the top 
reason, while 78% said they had burnout and 62% 
were pessimistic about the future of health care (see 
Increasing Physician Dissatisfaction & Threats To 
The Future Of Medicine). More recently, about three 
in 10 health-care workers said they have thought 
about leaving their profession—more than half are 
burned out. And about 6 in 10 say stress from the 
pandemic has harmed their mental health (Burned 
Out By The Pandemic, 3 In 10 Health-Care Workers 
Consider Leaving The Profession).

Behavioral health has had more than its fair share of 
workforce problems for decades. Current shortages 
are estimated at 73% for general psychiatrists, 97% 
for addiction psychiatrists, 91% for psychologists, 
84% for counselors, and 45% for social workers and 
case managers (see Behavioral Health Workforce 
Report). Among direct support professionals caring 
for consumers with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities (I/DD), the average turnover is estimated 
to be as high as 51% (see NCI Survey On Direct 
Support Professional Turnover Now Available).

However, simply because these problems have 
persisted for years does not mean that provider 
organization executive teams can simply continue to 
accept status quo. In fact, we’ve reached near-crisis 
proportions where some provider organizations are 
losing revenue and struggling to keep their doors 
open because of severe workforce shortages (see 
The Workforce Problem Is Not Just Going To Go 

Away – Going On The Offense In The Competition 
For Talent). Many executives wonder if there is even 
a solution to the daunting workforce challenges.

Despite the shortages, the growth in the workforce 
has been steady. From 2011 to 2019, the number of 
people in the specialty behavioral health workforce 
rose by 20% (from 240,000 employees in 2011 to 
248,000 employees in 2019), which was on par with 
employment growth across the entire health care 
sector, at 20.6%. The workforce growth for specialty 
behavioral health varied by setting, ranging from 
5% for hospitals and 23% for residential, to 33% 
for outpatient offices (see The Number Of U.S. 
Behavioral Health Service Locations Increased 34% 
Over The Past Decade). My takeaway is that there 
is talent out there that is coming into the field. And 
provider organizations have to figure out creative 
solutions to attract and keep this talent.

There are multiple approaches for provider 
organization executive teams to increase and 
leverage their workforce. Our senior advisors at 
OPEN MINDS have built a planning playbook 
for addressing the talent crisis with seven key 
strategies—from “low-hanging fruit” to adjust to 
current market conditions to long-term solutions 
to recruitment and retention challenges. Most 
executive teams should be integrating the issue of 
talent management and these talent management 
strategies into their overarching organizational 
strategic plan.

Strategy #1: Determine How & Where To Pay 
More & How To Adjust The Service Portfolio
Paying more is the simplest solution to competing 
for talent but a strategy that is fraught with 

https://www.boardvitals.com/blog/increasing-physician-dissatisfaction/
https://www.boardvitals.com/blog/increasing-physician-dissatisfaction/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2021/04/22/health-workers-covid-quit/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2021/04/22/health-workers-covid-quit/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2021/04/22/health-workers-covid-quit/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/121520bhworkforcereport/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/121520bhworkforcereport/
https://www.ancor.org/newsroom/news/nci-survey-direct-support-professional-turnover-now-available
https://www.ancor.org/newsroom/news/nci-survey-direct-support-professional-turnover-now-available
https://openminds.com/?p=949075
https://openminds.com/?p=949075
https://openminds.com/?p=949075
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/news/between-2011-2019-the-number-of-u-s-specialty-behavioral-health-establishments-increased-34/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/news/between-2011-2019-the-number-of-u-s-specialty-behavioral-health-establishments-increased-34/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/news/between-2011-2019-the-number-of-u-s-specialty-behavioral-health-establishments-increased-34/
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challenge. The big question—can the service line 
be reengineered to pay more and maintain a margin 
without a customer price increase? How to analyze 
each service line and the ability to increase wage 
rates is the critical step in this strategy. The options 
are increase wages and reengineer service delivery, 
increase wages and increase prices, or close the 
service line. Critical decisions for every organization.

Strategy #2: Design A Performance-Based 
Compensation Model To Go Above Market 
Rate
One way to pay more without raising wage rates is 
to create performance-based compensation models 
for team members. This allows “gainsharing”—team 
members make more when their service line (or 
their individual performance) creates additional 
margin for the organization. This will encourage 
focus on key organizational and customer metrics. 
However, most executives are reluctant to adopt 
performance-based compensation strategies for 
their teams because of concerns about equity in 

pay, not knowing how to build the right model, 
and trouble with establishing metrics and tracking 
data for incentive compensation. While putting this 
compensation system in place takes considerable 
effort, time, and expertise—and requires a robust 
framework for metrics-based management—the 
long-term payout in terms of workforce retention and 
improved recruitment can be significant.

Strategy #3: Adopt Policies For Skilled Staff 
To Practice At The Top Of Their License
Jack Welch said, “If we get the right people in the 
right job, we’ve won the game.” In health care, both 
regulation and tradition are often an impediment to 
the “right people.” Where possible, organizations 
should review the relevant regulations for scope of 
practice for their licensed team members—and move 
to delivery system models that focus the majority 
of their time on the most skilled portions of their 
clinical practice. This will require reassessing clinical 
workflows as well as policies and procedures, and 
“selling” new models of care to clinical managers.
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people choose to work for, and stay with, when 
presented with other employment choices. To make 
this concept work, organizations need to invest 
in strong branding and marketing that is geared 
to target workforce cohorts. But no “employer 
of choice” strategy is the same—every group of 
workers has different preferences. The key is to 
learn what they are, and build outreach based on 
those factors.

Strategy #7: Leverage The Power Of 
Volunteers (For Non-Profits)
Volunteers are often defined as an “unpaid 
workforce.” There is tremendous untapped potential 
to build a volunteer corps—engaging consumers and 
family members, retirees, students, and members 
of the local community in a range of activities—
peer support, marketing, referral development, 
fundraising, mentoring for clinical professionals, 
customer service, social service referrals and 
care coordination support, administrative work, 
technology support, transportation, and more. 
But recruiting and maximizing the contributions 
of volunteer contributions doesn’t happen without 
a plan. Finding volunteers with the right skillsets, 
giving them opportunities to contribute in a 
meaningful way, and keeping them engaged takes 
careful management.

The strategic workforce issues facing the health 
and human service field aren’t going away—and 
will likely become more acute before they get better. 
Determining what strategies are needed to create 
the workforce needed for organizational success 
and sustainability is an issue facing every executive 
team. I will leave you with the words of President 
Roosevelt, “In any moment of decision, the best 
thing you can do is the right thing, the next best thing 
is the wrong thing, and the worst thing you can do is 
nothing.”

Strategy #4: Use Technology To Improve 
Productivity, Automate Repetitive Tasks, & 
Allow Consumer Self-Service
Technology can be a strategic tool for addressing 
workforce issues in several ways. First, technology 
can improve productivity and throughput of team 
members by automating everything from client 
assessments to scheduling to reporting. Second, 
technology can make some functions obsolete—
and eliminate the need for staffing of that function. 
(In the health and human service field, we have 
everything from automated appointment reminders 
to robotic mail delivery.) Finally, technology can 
make consumer self-service possible—and 
eliminate the need for some staff functions. 
Consumers can schedule their own appointments, 
complete their own assessments, monitor their 
own health indicators, and participate in online 
self-driven digital therapies and education. Many 
technologies commonly used in other fields offer 
workforce solutions for health and human service 
organizations.

Strategy #5: Develop An Internship & 
Externship Program To Find Talent Early
For provider organizations looking to attract fresh 
talent, a robust internship and externship program 
could offer a distinct competitive advantage 
by helping to “catch them young” and provide 
a meaningful experience as college students 
and recent graduates make career choices. But 
success with this program will require investment 
in marketing and referral development, thoughtful 
and clear design of position responsibilities and 
deliverables, and a plan for follow-up when the 
internship or externship ends. Tapping into the fresh 
perspectives, ideas, and skills that interns can bring 
while providing a structured framework with strong 
guidance and direction can result in a win-win for all.

Strategy #6: Become The “Employer Of 
Choice” In Specific Markets
The “employer of choice” concept has gotten much 
emphasis in recent years—an organization that 
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Strategy #1: Determine How & Where To Pay More 
& How To Adjust The Service Portfolio
By Sharon Hicks, MBA, MSW, Senior Associate

2. For those service lines, determine whether an 
increase in wages would “solve” the turnover or 
vacancy problems.

3. For those services lines where wage increases 
are a potential strategy, conduct research to set 
potential target wage rates.

4. Create a financial model for each service line—a 
unit cost model and a service line profit/loss 
statement—using the new target wage rates and 
existing pricing/reimbursement.

5. Based on the financial model, determine if the 
resulting “margin” is acceptable—or if cost 
reductions or pricing/reimbursement increases 
are needed to achieve an acceptable margin.

Paying more is the simplest solution to competing 
for talent but it is a strategy that is fraught with 
challenge. The big question—can the service line be 
re-engineered to pay more and maintain a margin 
without a customer price increase? How to analyze 
each service line and the ability to increase wage 
rates is the critical step in this strategy. The options 
are increase wages and re-engineer service delivery, 
increase wages and increase prices, or close the 
service line. Critical decisions for every organization.

The question is how to approach this issue. There 
are seven steps:

1. Identify service lines most affected by staff 
shortage with high turnover rates and/or chronic 
staff vacancies.
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theoretically solved. If no, there are two options—
either reduce non-wage service delivery costs and/or 
plan on increasing prices and/or reimbursement—or 
both. Reducing the cost structure of a service line 
involves understanding the activities and inputs that 
can be changed—and creating a new delivery model 
and new assumptions of overhead costs. Pricing 
and/or reimbursement increases are a market 
research issue. It is important to understand what 
competitors are charging for those services. Explore 
whether health plans and/or government agencies 
will increase reimbursement rates if the service 
line is likely to be closed. At the end of the analysis 
phase, fundamental questions need to be answered:

 ▪ Which service lines can absorb a wage rate 
increase with no changes?

 ▪ Which services lines need re-engineered 
processes and cost reductions to absorb wage 
increases?

 ▪ Which service lines can only be maintained with 
a price or reimbursement increase?

 ▪ Which service lines have no sustainability 
solution and need to be closed or sold?

The Implementation Phase
The critical stage of this process is making 
the portfolio management decisions about 
the service lines. With those decisions, it’s all 
about implementation. Developing a plan for 
communicating wage increases, changes in 
operating structure, and service line closures is 
important. Developing a plan to confirm pricing and 
reimbursement changes is key. It’s all about using a 
data-driven approach to assess the effect of wage 
rates on portfolio performance—and figuring out how 
to balance the conflicting interests.

These decisions are not easy and require detailed 
analysis and planning. But portfolio management for 
workforce optimization is a key to sustainability in 
the competitive next normal.

6. For those service lines where margin 
management (cost reductions or pricing/
reimbursement increases) are needed, conduct 
a feasibility analysis on each—with revised unit 
cost and service line profit/loss estimates.

7. Make portfolio management decisions based 
on this analysis—which service lines to raise 
wages for, which service lines to implement 
cost reduction plans for, which service lines to 
implement price/reimbursement increase plans 
for, and which service lines to close.

The Market Research Phase
Market research is needed to determine whether 
raising wages will solve the workforce issues in 
specific service lines. The process is straightforward. 
First, identify service lines most affected by staff 
shortage, with high turnover rates and/or chronic 
staff vacancies. Of those service lines, the big issue 
is determining whether an increase in wages would 
“solve” the turnover or vacancy problems. To answer 
this question, look at competitor wage rates (both 
in the field and outside of the field) and at data from 
exit interviews. If increased wages are not the issue 
in recruitment or retention, this is not the solution. 
But for those positions where wages appear to be 
a deciding factor, research is needed to determine 
what the potential target wage rates should be.

The Analysis Phase
With the identification of services lines where wage 
rate increases would potentially solve the vacancy 
problems—and the potential wage rate increases 
needed—the next part of the process involves 
creating financial scenarios. The key for each 
service line is to modify current budget and margin 
models using the proposed new wage rates. It is 
important to look at both unit costs and service line 
profit/loss projections with the new wage rate.

At this point, the question for the executive team is 
whether the resulting margins with increased wage 
rates are acceptable, or not. If yes, the problem is 
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Strategy #2: Design A Performance-Based 
Compensation Model To Go Above Market Rate
By Kenn Carr, Senior Associate

effort, time, and expertise—and requires a robust 
framework for metrics-based management—the 
long-term payout in terms of workforce retention and 
improved recruitment can be significant.

A survey of hospitals and health systems showed 
that 23% had variable pay programs that included 
profit sharing, team incentives, project or milestone 
incentives, individual employee incentives and 
cash or non-cash performance-based awards, 
earned during specific time periods. 89% of 
organizations adopted performance-based programs 
to improve employee performance and 54% to 
increase compensation or market effectiveness 

One way to pay more without raising wage rates is 
to create performance-based compensation models 
for team members. This allows “gainsharing”—team 
members make more when their service line (or 
their individual performance) creates additional 
margin for the organization. This will encourage 
focus on key organizational and customer metrics. 
However, most executives are reluctant to adopt 
performance-based compensation strategies for 
their teams because of concerns about equity in 
pay, not knowing how to build the right model, 
and trouble with establishing metrics and tracking 
data for incentive compensation. While putting this 
compensation system in place takes considerable 
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without raising base pay (see Performance-Based 
Compensation: The Other Value Strategy).

As the field moves to more “value-based” 
reimbursement arrangements for services, it 
will be important for organizations to align staff 
compensation to the same performance metrics they 
are held to. And this alignment, if well designed, will 
encourage focus on important organizational and 
customer metrics, and reduce turnover.”

Where to start with designing a performance-
based compensation plan? Our team at OPEN 
MINDS suggests a four-step approach—establish 
the objectives and desired outcomes, design the 
compensation model and set the rates, ensure that 
employees have the resources and supports for 
performance improvement, and employ a robust 
reporting and performance tracking system.

Define Your Goals
Start by looking at your organization’s strategic 
objectives and narrow down which ones you can do 
better on if you could get more staff time or improve 
productivity. Can you grow your consumer base or 
reduce wait times for appointments if current clinical 
professionals take on bigger caseloads or offer more 
sessions every week? What is your annual target for 
consumers served or billable hours, how many staff 
do you have and how many hours should they each 
put in to reach the target?

Most organizations that are successful with 
performance-based compensation models tie the 
variable compensation back to their overall clinical 
and financial objectives. Earning the compensation 
is contingent on achieving the organizational 
key performance indicators. The compensation 
can be team-based (10% across the board if the 
organization hits a certain revenue target) or tied 
to individual performance metrics derived from the 
overall organizational targets.

Performance-based compensation plans must also 
be designed in compliance with payer reporting 
needs (documentation, coding, outcomes) as well 
as state regulations. Funding models are often the 
biggest challenge to variable pay programs. While 
value-based contracts may allow more flexibility, 
traditional fee-for-service models and grant funding 
may restrict the options. Incentives must tie back to 
outcomes the provider organization has to deliver to 
payers.

If the funds for performance-based incentives are 
limited, the executive team needs to prioritize where 
is it most beneficial to channel the incentives—
managers or direct care staff, across all service lines 
or limited to programs with the most potential for 
growth, etc.

Design Your Compensation Model & Rates
There are two broad performance-based 
compensation models— a hybrid model with base 
salary plus incentives or a pure productivity model 
(also known as a “reap what you heal” model) with 
payment only for the quantity and quality of services 
delivered.

In the hybrid model, salary may be a percentage 
of the market rate (for instance 85%) with incentive 
bonus to exceed the market rate. Salary may be 
an advance on total compensation with productivity 
and quality measures to earn the remaining 
compensation. Ideally, both productivity/volume and 
quality goals should be factored into the incentive 
bonus. In the pure productivity model, staff are paid 
only for the quantity and quality of services delivered 
and compensation drivers and measures are clearly 
defined in the employment agreement.

Implementing either model requires a shift in culture 
to focus on initiative and results. Employees may 
be apprehensive about the risk but can be enticed 
when they realize there is opportunity to earn more 
through incentives. For the provider organization, the 

https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/performance-based-compensation-the-other-value-strategy/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/performance-based-compensation-the-other-value-strategy/
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key challenges are to project results and manage 
cash flow; build the requisite culture of performance; 
balance productivity, quality, and staff satisfaction; 
and implement accurate, real-time information 
reporting—backed by adequate technology—to 
support the compensation system. Most importantly, 
planning and monitoring will be needed to prevent 
unintended results such as overutilization of 
services, poor customer service, and missed service 
opportunities.

While you have to crunch the numbers, create 
cost-benefit scenarios, and weigh the pros and 
cons of each model to decide what is best for your 
organization, most specialty provider organizations 
and employees prefer the hybrid model to get the 
“best of both worlds”—the stability of base salary 
and the improvements that performance incentives 
can nurture.

To build an incentive-based model, it is critical to 
know your costs and to define how you will measure 
productivity. For clinical professionals, productivity 
can be measured in standard units or in worked 
relative value units (wRVUs). Standard units are the 
total number of hours in a year available for face-
to-face services (total hours less holidays, paid time 
off, meetings, and time spent in documentation and 
other administrative work). The challenge is that 
some services are more complex than others, so 
time spent in some activities does not have the same 
value as time spent in others. So the Centers for 
Medicare and Medicaid defined RVUs, which assign 
specific value to each consumer encounter based 
on the time, mental effort, and judgment the clinical 
professional has to invest, and service intensity and 
consumer risk. Essentially, every CPT code used 
for Medicare and Medicaid billing has a coordinating 
RVU. A per-RVU rate can be determined by the 
provider organization and applied to the number of 
RVUs for each professional in a given time frame.

In addition to the number of encounters, you may 
want to consider incentives tied to consumer 
outcomes. We heard a great case study of how 

Health Partners developed a compensation model 
tied to wRVUs as well as consumer depression 
response and remission rates in a 6-month 
timeframe measured by PHQ-9 and effective 
provider communication measured through patient 
satisfaction surveys (see Best Practice Staffing 
Models For The New Value Equation: An Executive 
Discussion On Compensation, Retention & 
Productivity).

Typical performance measures for staff are tied to 
payer-driven outcomes based on the reimbursement 
models—reduced consumer hospital readmissions 
and emergency room visits in a fee-for-service 
model with performance incentives, continuum of 
care coordination in a case rate or bundled payment 
model, delivery of consumer service experience on a 
fixed budget over time in a capitated model.

Determining the per-RVU compensation is process 
of determining how much additional compensation 
will be earned by achieving increased productivity 
or contract performance targets, how much will be 
available for the RVU compensation incentives, and 
how much will be needed to cover other expenses 
related to the expanded services. The goal is to 
create a per-RVU reimbursement rate that is large 
enough to incentivize performance, but also ensure 
that there will be adequate revenue to pay the 
incentive and all other related service costs. This 
involves creating a logical financial model and using 
scenario analysis to ensure that there will be no 
unanticipated funding issues.

Support Employees In Meeting Performance 
Goals
Moving to a performance-based compensation is a 
significant cultural shift for staff and you will need to 
spend time helping them understand the model and 
provide supports to help them improve productivity 
and results. Consider if there are clear workflows 
and clinical decision supports to smooth the path. 
See how you can free highly-skilled staff of mundane 
administrative burden to enable them to practice at 

https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/081518staffingmodels/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/081518staffingmodels/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/081518staffingmodels/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/081518staffingmodels/
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Team members participating in performance-based 
compensation plans need training to understand and 
use the data and know how to improve results and 
increase their compensation.

In addition to the metrics that determine 
compensation, you will want to establish overall 
success measures for the organization and track 
how performance-based compensation is impacting 
your bottom line and workforce retention. Health 
Partners, for example, measures their “sustainable 
engagement score” (employee commitment to 
achieving work goals, and rating of the workplace 
support for productivity and well-being measured 
through satisfaction surveys) as well as staff 
retention and longevity rates. With the use of 
performance-based compensation, they’ve been 
able to achieve a sustainable engagement score of 
98%, a retention rate  of 90% over 30 months, and 
an average employment term of 10 years for clinical 
professionals.

The competition for talent will only increase in 
the year ahead making performance-based 
compensation a critical element of sustainability 
and success for provider organizations. While 
putting such a system in place takes considerable 
effort, time, and expertise—and requires a robust 
framework for metrics-based management—the 
long-term payout in terms of workforce retention and 
improved recruitment can be significant.

the top of their skillsets, and consider if technology 
can be used to improve productivity or automate 
and supplement their work to increase billable time. 
Flexibility in hours, work-from-home options, a 
supportive supervisory model, are all added benefits. 
And especially where the selected compensation 
model is team-based, the organization should 
facilitate teamwork and collaboration and be 
prepared to guide staff and managers through 
potential “conflict resolution” challenges.

In the case study mentioned earlier (see 
Best Practice Staffing Models For The New 
Value Equation: An Executive Discussion On 
Compensation, Retention & Productivity), Health 
Partners demonstrated how they set annual target 
salaries and have their staff and supervisors work 
together to monitor and manage deficits through 
increased appointments and other measures.

Track & Share Performance Outcomes
A variable compensation program will only be 
effective if metrics can be measured in real time and 
shared in easy-to-understand formats. But this is 
easier said than done. Provider organizations that 
have made performance-based compensation work 
have leveraged the reporting capabilities in their 
electronic health record systems, build customized 
dashboards that draw data from different systems, 
and/or developed individual scorecards.

https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/081518staffingmodels/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/081518staffingmodels/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/081518staffingmodels/
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Strategy #3: Adopt Policies For Skilled Staff To 
Practice At The Top Of Their License
By Raymond Wolfe, J.D., Senior Associate

Practice At The Top Of Your License: What Does 
That Really Mean?)! Consider the consequences 
if a clinical professional spends 10 minutes out 
of a 15-minute consumer visit intended to be a 
medication check on the phone with the consumer’s 
landlord because the consumer mentioned a 
problem. The clinical professional is not able to 
complete the medication check, neither are they able 
to achieve results with the landlord because they 
don’t really know how to handle the situation, and 
the case manager who could have taken care of the 
problem more efficiently, now doesn’t have anything 
to do. The consumer does not receive the care they 
needed which could cause lack of engagement in 
future or give rise to a potential emergency room or 
hospital visit.

Jack Welch said, “If we get the right people in the 
right job, we’ve won the game.” In health care, both 
regulation and tradition are often an impediment to 
the “right people.” Where possible, organizations 
should review the relevant regulations for scope of 
practice for their licensed team members—and move 
to delivery system models that focus the majority 
of their time on the most skilled portions of their 
clinical practice. This will require reassessing clinical 
workflows as well as policies and procedures, and 
“selling” new models of care to clinical managers.

In some settings, it is estimated that a staggering 
80% percent of clinical professionals’ time may be 
spent performing activities such as clerical tasks that 
do not require the level of training they have (see 

https://www.kevinmd.com/blog/2019/02/practice-at-the-top-of-your-license-what-does-that-really-mean.html
https://www.kevinmd.com/blog/2019/02/practice-at-the-top-of-your-license-what-does-that-really-mean.html
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a deeper understanding of what the staff surveys 
reveal. They should also compare survey responses 
against staff productivity and performance.

Gather any written job descriptions and review 
relevant policies and procedures that apply to each 
position. Then assess the knowledge, skills and 
competence required for each role and ask if less 
expensive talent has the same attributes. Determine 
if others are available to assist or be a backup for 
each role.

Identify Key Areas Of Concern
With the results of the cost analysis, overall 
financials for the organization, and numbers and 
trends from human resources (number of new hires, 
open positions, turnover, etc.), and some “root 
cause” analysis exercises at the executive team 
level, you should be able to identify which areas or 
departments need the most attention and come up 
with a priority list.

You can also prioritize improvements by problem 
areas or by areas that directly impact the bottom 
line. If your problem is long waitlists for access to 
care because not enough clinical professionals are 
available, then you want to start by looking at their 
job descriptions and daily tasks. What tasks can 
be eliminated or reassigned to help increase their 
billable time? If documentation is a pain point, will 
a natural language processing technology help? If 
they had better clinical decision supports, would they 
spend less time searching for information? If your 
revenue cycle is lagging, are billing staff bogged 
down by repetitive data entry tasks that could be 
automated to help them process claims faster? Or 
can one clerical support position that helps three 
supervisors help those supervisors take on more 
direct reports?

Update Job Descriptions & Workflows
With priorities identified, your organization can 
embark on an organizational redesign and process 
reengineering. But first the overall objectives of 

Lack of attention to optimizing the scope of 
practice can not only lead to inequitable workloads, 
misdirection of talent, and staff burnout but also to 
inefficiencies that result in higher cost of care as 
well as ineffective care and errors. But how to know 
if your organization has this problem of suboptimal 
use of staff resources? And what to do about it? 
Our team at OPEN MINDS recommends a four-step 
plan—assess current productivity levels and costs; 
identify key concerns and priorities to address; 
overhaul or redesign current job descriptions, 
processes, and workflows; and measure the 
benefits.

Assess Current Productivity Levels & Costs
Start with an audit of key positions and examine 
performance, capacity, and costs for each. It would 
be ideal to do this across the organization for 
clinical and administrative positions, starting with 
the highest-paid positions and working your way 
down to the frontlines. You will need at least some 
rudimentary but reliable cost accounting statistics. 
What is the cost per hour of billable time—and 
how much of that time is actually being spent on 
billable activities? How might you benefit if you could 
increase billable time by 5% or 10%? If the clinical 
professional did not have to do certain administrative 
tasks, or if scheduling was centralized, how many 
more consumers a week could they see? Knowing 
the numbers will reveal areas for improvement.

The cost analysis should be followed up with staff 
surveys on what they are doing and what they 
perceive as a good fit for their skillset vs. what they 
feel is not worth their time or what they feel they 
are not well equipped to do. The survey should 
determine if the individual staff fully understand their 
responsibilities and know what to do and what not 
to do. Do actual workflows support their ability to 
get the job done? Do they need more autonomy in 
decisionmaking?

Supervisors or managers should plan to have 
one-on-one conversations with a few staff to gain 
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directly with doctors, we were able to free up enough 
doctor time to not only pay for the case managers 
but also improve the work. The case managers 
actually contributed to a new bundled service that 
we created by grouping clinical, case management, 
and administrative services in a group and that 
brought a better reimbursement rate. It also created 
a better environment in the workplace and helped 
everyone contribute their best.

Establish metrics to determine how you will track 
the return on investment in overhauling your job 
descriptions, processes, and workflows. In addition 
to financials, visit volumes, and performance 
outcomes, be sure to measure the employee 
net promoter score (eNPS) at regular intervals. 
Essentially eNPS is the “difference between 
your most and least happy employees.” Ask your 
employees “On a scale of 10 to 10, how likely are 
you to recommend us as a place to work for your 
family and friends?” Those who give a score of 9 or 
10 are called promoters; those who provide a score 
between 0 and 6 are known as detractors, and those 
who give a 7 or 8 are called passives, and the eNPS 
calculation doesn’t take their scores into account. 
Your eNPS is the percentage of promoters minus 
percentage of detractors (see eNPS Employee Net 
Promoter Score: What Is eNPS & Why Should You 
Measure It?)

A carefully planned and executed process redesign 
with attention to job descriptions and workflows 
should go a long way toward increasing employee 
satisfaction and retention.

undertaking this redesign—in terms of expected 
productivity increases, cost savings, and employee 
retention—should be clearly defined.

Start with job descriptions and see how the scope 
of practice needs to be revised and updated for 
each position. Based on the results of the cost and 
productivity analysis and survey results, determine 
what tasks to eliminate or add to each role and how 
that will impact other roles—who tasks are being 
reassigned to and what training they will need.

From an administrative and managerial perspective, 
define how many levels are needed above each 
frontline position, if each level has a distinct and 
clearly defined function, if responsibilities have been 
shared equitably, and if support functions have been 
considered.

Map out or revise current workflows and the flow of 
information and communication. This is a process 
that should be led by upper to mid-level managers 
with the involvement of supervisors who oversee 
frontline staff. At each stage, consider if the workflow 
can deflect nonessential problems from more 
expensive to less expensive talent.

Be creative in the redesign and consider all possible 
solutions. But be sure to weigh the risks; ensure 
consumer safety; and make sure any reengineering 
and reassignments will comply with licensure laws, 
policies, and standards of practice.

While redesign and process reengineering requires 
significant investment of time and resources up front, 
the benefits can be significant.

Measure The Benefits
The initiative to ensure that skilled staff are working 
at full scope of practice can yield quantitative 
and qualitative benefits. Cost savings, improved 
productivity, better staff morale, a healthy workplace 
culture, and improved outcomes for consumers. For 
example, in one provider organization we worked 
with, when we brought in case managers to work 

Establish metrics to determine how you will 
track the return on investment in overhauling 
your job descriptions, processes, and 
workflows. In addition to financials, visit 
volumes, and performance outcomes, be sure 
to measure the employee net promoter score 
(eNPS) at regular intervals.

https://www.leapsome.com/blog/employee-net-promoter-score-enps-what-is-it-why-should-you-measure-it-and-why-does-it-matter
https://www.leapsome.com/blog/employee-net-promoter-score-enps-what-is-it-why-should-you-measure-it-and-why-does-it-matter
https://www.leapsome.com/blog/employee-net-promoter-score-enps-what-is-it-why-should-you-measure-it-and-why-does-it-matter
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Technology can be a strategic tool for addressing 
workforce issues in several ways. First, technology 
can improve productivity and throughput of team 
members by automating everything from client 
assessments to scheduling to reporting. Second, 
technology can make some functions obsolete—
and eliminate the need for staffing of that function. 
(In the health and human service field, we have 
everything from automated appointment reminders 
to robotic mail delivery.) Finally, technology can 
make consumer self-service possible—and 
eliminate the need for some staff functions. 
Consumers can schedule their own appointments, 
complete their own assessments, monitor their 
own health indicators, and participate in online 

self-driven digital therapies and education. Many 
technologies commonly used in other fields offer 
workforce solutions for health and human service 
organizations.

A recent study showed that almost half the activities 
of employees across all industries and globally 
perform can potentially be automated using 
technologies currently available. The potential for 
automation within various industries ranges from 
27% to 73%, and for health care it is 36% (see 
Automation At Scale: The Benefits For Payers). 
Automation can free up staff from a number of 
mundane and repetitive tasks and also bring about 
significant cost savings which can be applied to 

Strategy #4: Use Technology To Improve 
Productivity, Automate Repetitive Tasks, & Allow 
Consumer Self-Service
By Carol Duncan Clayton, Ph.D., Senior Associate & Meena Dayak, Executive Vice President 

https://healthcare.mckinsey.com/automation-scale-benefits-payers
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improve pay scales for current staff to improve 
recruitment and retention efforts.

But, technology by itself cannot solve the problem. 
For example, electronic health records have been 
identified as a key contributor to physician burnout. 
Clinical professionals are spending inordinate 
amounts of time on documentation. One study 
showed that physicians spent 27% of their total 
time on direct clinical face time with consumers and 
49% of their time on EHR and desk work, with many 
reporting one to two hours of after-hours work on 
EHR tasks. And we heard recently from one provider 
organization that out of a 40-hour week, most of the 
clinical professionals are only able to bill 20 hours 
because they’re spending the other half of their time 
creating and correcting documentation (see Clinical 
Documentation – When Its Good, It’s OK. When It’s 
Bad, It’s Very Bad).

There are two broad areas in which automation can 
yield staff efficiencies and cost savings—clinical and 
administrative. Consider a few examples that our 
team at OPEN MINDS has recently covered.

Clinical Automation Optimizes Skills
Technology is good at counting, remembering, 
calculating and analysis at large scale. And 
clinical professionals are good at communicating, 
empathizing, maintaining relationships. So a 
marriage between the two can be very successful 
and empower clinical professionals to practice at the 
top of their license.

Clinical automation includes the use of clinical 
decision supports, data analytics and reporting, 
prescription of digital therapeutics and consumer 
self-driven digital exercises, and the use of robots as 
care companions.

The use of digital tools is making measurement 
based care easier to deliver while significantly 
improving outcomes for consumers and freeing up 
clinical professionals to care for more consumers 

(see “How Are You Doing?” Is Not Going To Cut It). 
For example, Artificial intelligence (AI) is providing 
clinical decision supports to better match level of 
care to patient need and also identify risks closer to 
real time.

Remote patient monitoring tools also provide 
efficiency to the clinician in obtaining important 
biometric and mental health risk assessment data 
in order to enable timely interventions (see Making 
AI Work Now For Augmented Intelligence). The 
on-demand mental health care company, Ginger, 
has automated parts of the experience that are 
tedious for clinicians—like note taking—for their 
clinical professionals. These professionals get ‘smart 
replies’ and prompts based on data collected over 
the years to personalize care. Technology empowers 
our providers, through data collection, calculations 
and analysis, to practice at the top of their skillset 
and spend more face time with consumers (see 
Lessons From Success: What Do The Digital First 
Mental Health Companies Get Right?).

Digital therapeutics are delivering evidence-based 
therapeutic interventions driven by high quality 
software programs—to prevent, manage, or treat a 
broad spectrum of physical, mental, and behavioral 
conditions. These digital therapeutics are helping to 
complement and extend the reach of the workforce, 
helping consumers stay engaged in between 
sessions with a clinical professional, and improving 
outcomes when used to supplement live therapy 
(see Supercharging The Workforce With Digital 
Therapeutics). Digital behavioral health company 
Lyra Health uses a “blended care model”—after 
each therapy session, the clinical professional 
recommends appropriate digital exercises, from the 
company’s proprietary library, to help consumers 
learn to manage their own emotions and behaviors. 
They report that this model has helped consumers 
get better with 50% fewer sessions with a clinical 
professional (see What’s In Their Playbook? A Tale 
Of Three Digital First Mental Health Giants). In 
another example, care robots operate autonomously 

https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/clinical-documentation-when-its-good-its-ok-when-its-bad-its-very-bad/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/clinical-documentation-when-its-good-its-ok-when-its-bad-its-very-bad/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/clinical-documentation-when-its-good-its-ok-when-its-bad-its-very-bad/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/how-are-you-doing-is-not-going-to-cut-it/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/making-ai-work-now-for-augmented-intelligence/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/making-ai-work-now-for-augmented-intelligence/
https://openminds.com/?p=948090
https://openminds.com/?p=948090
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/supercharging-the-workforce-with-digital-therapeutics/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/supercharging-the-workforce-with-digital-therapeutics/
https://openminds.com/?p=946499
https://openminds.com/?p=946499


June Monthly Management Newsletter  |  Page 18© 2021 OPEN MINDS 

(fully or partially) to support caregivers in providing 
physical, cognitive, or emotional support to with 
chronic conditions and complex needs. The use 
of robots to treat depression and anxiety, support 
consumers with dementias, and communicate 
with consumers with autism is gaining traction 
(see “Plussing Up” For The Digital Era: Robots 
Become Reality). And in the care of consumers with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities, the use 
of a range of enabling technologies is reducing the 
number of direct service professional hours with a 
consumer and helping to assign these professionals 
to higher-level tasks (see New Technologies 
Creating New Opportunities For Consumers With 
Intellectual & Developmental Disabilities).

Administrative Automation Improves Speed 
& Accuracy
On the administrative side, examples of automation 
are the use of natural language processing 
technologies for real-time clinical documentation, the 
use of technology for onboarding and training new 
employees, and robotic process automation (RPA) 
for repetitive tasks like revenue cycle management 
and reporting. Some provider organizations report 
that their clinical professionals are only at 50% 
billable time because they are spending the other 
50% of their time on documentation! AI can speed 

data entry with natural language processing, clean 
up and improve accuracy of the data entered with 
contextually appropriate tools, and even make 
recommendations to accurately describe and 
evaluate service levels—and clinical professionals 
can be freed up spend more time with consumers 
(see Making Your EHR Work For Your Team).

RPA is the use of technology to automate repetitive 
business processes. Essentially, rules-based “bots” 
mimic staff interactions with digital systems and 
integrate discrete data systems to perform the 
same tasks as staff much faster and with minimal 
errors. The Jewish Board is using RPA to automate 
a duplicative regulatory reporting requirement, send 
appointment reminders to consumers (which has 
reduced no-shows, automate a number of clinical 
and administrative workflows including credentialing 
management for clinical professionals, digitize staff 
onboarding and systems access, manage claims, 
and perform data analysis (see Level-Up: Stories & 
Strategies To Improve Care Delivery With Automated 
& Data-Driven Tech).

Designing & Implementing The Technology 
Plan
So clearly, there is no dearth of technologies and 
options when it comes to automation of clinical 

https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/plussing-up-for-the-digital-era-robots-become-reality/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/plussing-up-for-the-digital-era-robots-become-reality/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/new-technologies-creating-new-opportunities-for-consumers-with-intellectual-developmental-disabilities/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/new-technologies-creating-new-opportunities-for-consumers-with-intellectual-developmental-disabilities/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/new-technologies-creating-new-opportunities-for-consumers-with-intellectual-developmental-disabilities/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/executive-briefings/making-your-ehr-work-for-your-team/
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https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/level-up-stories-strategies-to-improve-care-delivery-with-automated-data-driven-tech/
https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/level-up-stories-strategies-to-improve-care-delivery-with-automated-data-driven-tech/
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introduce technology for automation or something 
else altogether—such as the elimination of 
meaningless and unnecessary processes, or the 
reassignment of responsibilities based on skill levels 
(for more, see Process Reengineering—How To 
Streamline Your Operations While Maintaining A 
Great Consumer Experience).

Taking a hard look at your processes and pain points 
will help you come up with a shortlist of areas for 
automation, along with priorities and timeframes.

Strategic Technology Planning

So you know what to automate. But how to identify, 
prioritize, budget, select, and implement the right 
technologies at the right time? Our team at OPEN 
MINDS has developed a five-phase approach to 
optimizing technology investments. The approach 
has five sequential phases—evaluation of new 
technologies, determining return on investments, 
vendor selection, best practice implementation, 
and ongoing optimization of functionality (see 
Digital Transformation – The OPEN MINDS Guide 
To Getting The Most Value From Your Technology 
Investments).

And as OPEN MINDS Chief Executive Officer 
Monica E. Oss recently emphasized, “As we look at 
the likely changes to the health and human service 
landscape propelled by the pandemic…it is apparent 
that most provider organizations cannot compete 
(on cost, service, or value) without investments in 
technology. Where to make those investments is the 
question. The answer lies in connecting the success 
strategies for the “next normal” to the technology 
plan. To accomplish this … technology planning 
should be a routine part of the strategic planning 
process, the entire executive team (not just the 
tech team) needs to be engaged in understanding 
technology options, and organizations should 
adopt a two-step vetting process for technology 
investment—vetting the types of technologies 
considered for investment and selecting specific tech 
vendors (see Sorting Through “A Million” Technology 
Choices).

as well as operational processes in health care 
organizations. But how to move from ideas to 
implementation is the question. Our team at OPEN 
MINDS recommends a five-step process that 
includes business process reengineering, working 
automation into the strategic technology plan, 
training staff, obtaining consumer and stakeholder 
buy-in, and measuring actual return on investment 
(ROI) to institute continuous quality improvement.

Business Process Reengineering

Any planning for automation has to start with 
business process reengineering (BPR)—the analysis 
and design of all workflows and processes (both 
clinical and administrative) to help you rethink 
how work is done across the organization. BPR 
seeks to help organizations radically restructure 
their organizations by focusing on the ground-up 
design of their business processes. And the reason 
it’s important to do this on an organization-wide 
basis rather than in one area or another is because 
roadblocks and solutions in one department can 
have a ripple effect across the organization. For 
example, improving the speed and accuracy of 
clinical documentation can improve billing and 
claims functionality.

BPR can help you identify the snags and pain points 
or in other words, help you define the problem 
before deciding on the solution. A robust BPR 
exercise needs a dedicated team and time. The 
reengineering will identify the business impact for 
action/lack of action and also segment, deconstruct, 
and redesign current processes. BPR can help 
management teams figure out if the solution is to 

As we look at the likely changes to the health 
and human service landscape propelled 
by the pandemic…it is apparent that most 
provider organizations cannot compete (on 
cost, service, or value) without investments in 
technology.

https://openminds.com/market-intelligence/resources/web-briefing-process-reengineering-how-to-streamline-your-operations-while-maintaining-a-great-consumer-experience/
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will not diminish the roles of clinical professionals 
in their care but potentially lead to better outcomes. 
Executives must be prepared to explain how 
data privacy and security is being ensured with 
automation

Communicating relevant process and technology 
changes and impacts to payers, referral sources, 
funders, board members, and community 
stakeholders is also important and needs a 
structured plan and messaging.

Tracking ROI & Exploring Improvements

As with any new technology and process investment, 
it is critical to define the metrics for success—
especially in terms of workforce optimization and 
cost savings—of automation. Tracking and reporting 
on the outcomes should be a key part of the annual 
budgeting and strategic planning process and should 
also inform continuous quality improvements.

Automation has tremendous potential to supplement 
workforce efforts, improve productivity and outcomes 
as well as employee satisfaction, which in turn 
benefits recruitment and retention efforts. It’s time for 
specialty health care to catch up with other industries 
that are delivering a better consumer experience 
through by optimizing business processes with 
technology.

Defining New Workflows & Staff Training

Once the technology and vendor selection have 
been completed, the BPR process must be revisited 
to update workflows and process designs that 
actually incorporate the use of the technologies for 
automation. Staff will need intensive training—in 
small groups and likely individually—as well as on-
the-job support for a few weeks, to get comfortable 
the new processes and learning what they need to 
do differently. If as a best practice, all the automation 
can be streamlined and tied back to a central 
system such as the EHR, access and adoption will 
be significantly easier. Training is best provided 
by some combination of technology partners, the 
in-house tech team, and the managers who were 
involved in the BPR and automation

In addition to process training, changing the 
staff culture and helping staff see that the new 
technologies can improve their work and are not a 
threat will take some time and effort.

Keeping Consumers & Stakeholders In The Loop

Where the use of automation affects consumer 
or community interactions, provider organizations 
must plan on communicating any changes well in 
advance and think about how to help consumers 
and family members understand that any changes 
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Strategy #5: Develop An Internship & Externship 
Program To Find Talent Early
By Meena Dayak, Executive Vice President & David Blaszczak, Senior Associate

college. While the majority of people start internships 
while they’re in college, 31% start an internship after 
graduating. A significant number  internships turn 
into employment—70% of employers make a full-
time job offer to interns, and 80% of interns accept 
the offer, which means that 56% of internships 
result in a full-time job (see Internships By The 
Numbers). And while the default assumption is that 
young people starting a career or seeking a career 
change would prefer the “glitz and glamor” of large 
corporations, the reality is that 87% of millennials or 
Generation Y (born between 1981 and 1996)—vs. 
70% of all age cohorts—believe that it is important 
to work for an organization that engages in socially 
responsible actions (see Millennials Value Everyday 
Social Good Above Cash Donations). Alignment 

For provider organizations looking to attract fresh 
talent, a robust internship and externship program 
could offer a distinct competitive advantage 
by helping to “catch them young” and provide 
a meaningful experience as college students 
and recent graduates make career choices. But 
success with this program will require investment 
in marketing and referral development, thoughtful 
and clear design of position responsibilities and 
deliverables, and a plan for follow-up when the 
internship or externship ends. Tapping into the fresh 
perspectives, ideas, and skills that interns can bring 
while providing a structured framework with strong 
guidance and direction can result in a win-win for all.

Overall, it is estimated that at least 60% of college 
students do an internship during their time at 

https://www.internships.com/career-advice/basics/internships-by-the-numbers
https://www.internships.com/career-advice/basics/internships-by-the-numbers
https://www.thenonprofittimes.com/report/millennials-value-everyday-social-good-above-cash-donations/
https://www.thenonprofittimes.com/report/millennials-value-everyday-social-good-above-cash-donations/
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you staff certain positions with in-house talent or if 
you contract with third parties?

While the human resources (HR) team can lead 
this effort to assess future employment needs, it 
obviously requires the involvement of executives 
from across all organizational teams. And the hiring 
plan must be tied to the organization’s overall 
strategic plan. Once your future employment needs 
are mapped out with reasonable clarity, tie it back 
to your internship/externship plan to determine 
the areas in which you want to offer internships 
or externships, how many to offer, and when. Ask 
if your organization has the capacity (especially 
in terms of supervisory time) to launch multiple 
internships at once (which could have some 
advantages such as a common orientation program 
and creating a sense of community among interns) 
or if it’s better to focus on one or two areas first 
and to phase in more opportunities once you know 
what’s working and what’s not.

Organizations may also choose to bring in interns 
to revive and complete beneficial projects that 
have “fallen by the wayside;” to cover for temporary 
employee absences; or to implement a project that 
no one in the organization currently has the capacity 
to take on or that the organization is not yet ready to 
create a full-time position for. But the bedrock has to 
be “meaningful work” (see Meaningful Work Creates 
Meaningful Internships).

One question we often get is how to distinguish 
between internships and externships. Both are 
essentially used by students to gain hands-on, real-
life experience related to what they are studying in 
college. But internships tend to be more intensive, 
longer in duration, and project-specific. Externships 
are usually shorter programs that allow a student to 
experience how different aspects of a business or 
industry work—they are designed as job previews 
and involve less training (see What Is An Externship 
& How To Get One?). Internships can be paid 
or unpaid—although paid internships are highly 
recommended—while externships are usually 

of values and purpose are also high among the 
priorities of Generation Z (born between 1997 
and 2012). And incidentally, Generation Z’s most 
popular college majors are science, health care, and 
psychology/social science (see Everything You Need 
to Know About Recruiting Generation Z).

So if your provider organization has not yet 
considered an internship and externship program, 
or if you have a program that is not yielding strong 
results, now is the time to start or revamp your 
efforts to cultivate a new talent pipeline in the 
“next normal,” especially as new career choices 
come into play post-pandemic. Our team at OPEN 
MINDS recommends a seven-step plan to design, 
execute, and succeed with your internship and 
externship program. Start with a clear definition 
of organizational objectives and long-term hiring 
goals; assess the landscape of recruitment sources 
as well as regulatory requirements; design every 
aspect of your program from position descriptions 
to supervisory responsibilities and pay for interns; 
market your program; complete the recruitment and 
onboarding process; monitor performance, manage 
the experience, and provide feedback; and have a 
post-internship/externship follow-up plan in place.

Define Your Organizational Objectives
Planning for a strong internship and externship 
program starts with an assessment of organizational 
objectives and long-term recruitment strategies. 
Consider your organizational sustainability and 
growth plans, and develop the big picture of what 
types of positions, and how many positions—for both 
current and new job descriptions—you expect to be 
hiring for in the next three to five years. And don’t 
just go by areas of current shortage. For example, 
hiring clinical professionals may be your biggest pain 
point today and you may need to make that a priority 
but don’t ignore future needs in administrative, 
operational, and business areas. What type of 
talent do you need in data analytics, technology 
management, finance, marketing, and business 
development? Will the cost-benefit ratio be better if 

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/organizational-and-employee-development/pages/meaningful-work-creates-meaningful-internships-.aspx
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/organizational-and-employee-development/pages/meaningful-work-creates-meaningful-internships-.aspx
https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/finding-a-job/what-is-an-externship
https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/finding-a-job/what-is-an-externship
https://yello.co/blog/recruiting-generation-z/
https://yello.co/blog/recruiting-generation-z/
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program will require extra effort to help interns feel 
connected, provide meaningful supervision, and get 
to know the organization.

Do your homework on what target demographic 
groups (for internship and hence future employment) 
may be looking for in organizations they work with, 
what their values and priorities are, and how you can 
offer the “best fit.” In one study of Generation Z, for 
example, 40% prioritize stability, security, and growth 
opportunities as factors for job choice—and 84% 
highly value healthy work-life balance (see 6 Gen Z 
Traits You Need to Know To Attract, Hire, & Retain 
Them). Purpose-driven organizations; tech-savvy 
companies with a strong online presence and brand; 
and companies that are genuine about diversity, 
equity, and inclusion rank high in the choices of the 
evolving and future workforce.

It’s also important to understand all the legal and 
regulatory requirements around payment, safety, 
and assignment of responsibilities to interns. In what 
instances would interns be considered employees? 
Determine what rules would apply based on the Fair 
Labor Standards Act and any local employment laws 
(see Employing Interns).

Design The Program
The linchpin of success for an internship and 
externship program is to provide a meaningful 
experience for candidates. A frustrated intern 
who feels like they “don’t really have anything 
to do” or get clear assignments and feedback 
from their supervisors, will not only leave a bad 
taste in everyone’s mouth but can also damage 
your organization’s brand and reputation through 
unfavorable word of mouth.

To create this experience, start by selecting mid-
level managers who can serve as internship and 
externship supervisors in each of the organization’s 
designated areas of need. An internship/externship 
point person in your HR department (who can also 
play the role of overall mentor for the interns on 

sought for experience and not for compensation. 
Externships are best suited to graduate-level 
students and for clinical professional openings with 
near-term hiring prospects while internships are 
suitable for a variety of openings and ideal for longer 
term pipeline cultivation.

Assess The Market & Regulatory Landscape
Direct connection with colleges in your vicinity is 
your key channel for recruiting interns and externs. 
With your specific internship and externship 
needs in mind, check out which local and regional 
schools you can use as sources, and what types 
of programs and courses they offer that might be 
best aligned to your openings. While schools of 
social work and psychology may be obvious choices 
for clinical positions, you may also want to look at 
management, business, technology, data science, 
and finance programs depending on your needs. 
Check out undergraduate as well as graduate 
programs. And based on your talent pipeline, decide 
whether you want students from their early years of 
college or those who are prepared to finish college 
and start full-time work within a few months.

Search the websites of selected schools for more 
information on how they work with local entities 
to promote internship opportunities. And try to 
schedule one-on-one meetings with the internship/
externship coordinators on your list of top ten 
target schools. Discuss the opportunities you can 
offer, what students are looking for and how you 
can reach them, and what you might need to do to 
offer educational credits. Determine the school’s 
requirements and recommendations for a successful 
internship program.

The increased incidence of remote work, fueled by 
the pandemic, has opened up the possibility for more 
virtual internships and expanded the geographic 
base for recruiting. However, whether or not you 
want to offer virtual internships depends on whether 
the future positions you intend to hire for can be 
virtual or not. And remember that a virtual internship 

https://www.linkedin.com/business/talent/blog/talent-acquisition/how-to-hire-and-retain-generation-z
https://www.linkedin.com/business/talent/blog/talent-acquisition/how-to-hire-and-retain-generation-z
https://www.linkedin.com/business/talent/blog/talent-acquisition/how-to-hire-and-retain-generation-z
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/toolkits/pages/employinginterns.aspx
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Include opportunities for interns to meet with the 
organization’s executive leadership as well as to 
connect with staff across the organization through 
social and team activities. The job experience 
is key but equally important is the exposure to 
organizational culture, which needs a thoughtful and 
deliberate plan.

Another essential is to determine whether the 
internships are paid or unpaid. One study indicates 
that 61% of interns are paid and the mean hourly 
wage for a paid intern with a bachelor’s degree 
is $19.05. Unpaid interns are most common in 
the social services industry (see Internships By 
The Numbers). However, our team at OPEN 
MINDS recommends paid internships to raise the 
bar on the quality of offerings and the quality of 
candidates attracted. Plus, paid internships tend to 
be more structured, increase accountability for the 
organization, and better motivate performance all 
around. Clear metrics can also be established to 
determine the return on investment and the future 
of the internship program. Paid internships should 
obviously be built into your annual budget. Also 
consider whether supervisory responsibilities will 
require extra time and how you want to compensate 
managers who take this on.

Market The Program
While one-on-one relationship building and 
communication with internship coordinators at target 
schools is the most effective channel for recruiting 
interns, you may also want to consider posting 
opportunities on sites with broader reach such as 
Cheggs Internships, InternMatch, Symplicity Recruit, 
and Indeed and Idealist (for nonprofits)—to name 
just a few.

Send informative and well-designed digital fliers to 
the schools and post the internship and externship 
opportunities on your website. Be sure to collect 
testimonials (with permission to post) from interns 
who’ve completed a program with you to add to 
your marketing materials. A strong social media 

general questions and organizational culture) should 
meet with each supervisor to explain responsibilities 
and expectations, specify time commitments, and 
get full buy-in. Supervisors need to understand 
the value of internships and externships for 
future employment and not see their supervisory 
responsibilities as a burden. In fact the supervision 
of interns is a great opportunity to develop staff 
management and mentorship skills. But you want 
to be careful not to overburden those willing to take 
on oversight and management of the program with 
too many interns, which can impair program quality 
and the attention to individual participants. While you 
have to carefully determine managerial capacity and 
resources for supervision, we would recommend 
no more than three interns for each supervisor (and 
starting with just one) before the program becomes 
more established.

Then have the supervisors and HR work 
collaboratively to develop a comprehensive structure 
for each internship/externship position. Position 
overviews with learning objectives and goals 
must come first, along with defining the duration 
of the internship and whether it requires full-time 
or part-time incumbents. Then spell out day-to-
day responsibilities, office hours, short- and long-
term projects with key deliverables, workflows, 
performance expectations, and evaluation and 
feedback procedures. If possible, allow for some 
“quick wins” to keep the interns motivated and 
energized about what they can contribute and how 
they can make a difference.

Supervisors need to understand the value 
of internships and externships for future 
employment and not see their supervisory 
responsibilities as a burden. In fact the 
supervision of interns is a great opportunity 
to develop staff management and mentorship 
skills.

https://www.internships.com/career-advice/basics/internships-by-the-numbers
https://www.internships.com/career-advice/basics/internships-by-the-numbers
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the application review to determine the fit, direct 
supervisors must participate in the interviews. 
Consider virtual interviews (preferably with video) to 
increase process efficiency and save time.

Plan an onboarding process that acquaints the 
interns and externs not only with the immediate 
job responsibilities and resources required for 
execution but also offers opportunities to meet with 
key staff and leaders across the organization and 
to participate in any social activities (interns may 
even enjoy helping you plan such activities if their 
schedule allows).

Be sure to communicate with all staff internally 
to explain the benefits of the internship program, 
introduce the interns and what they will be doing, 
and to encourage positive support and feedback 
from all whose paths cross with the interns’.

Offer A Meaningful Work Experience
Don’t underestimate the talent and capabilities of 
interns and externs. Be sure to tap into their fresh 
perspectives, ideas, and skills while providing a 
structured framework. Don’t be afraid to give them 
challenging tasks, and a reasonable measure of 
freedom and flexibility while following organizational 
processes and being willing to accept guidance and 
direction.

Designate 30 to 60 minutes once a week for the 
supervisor and intern to meet briefly and discuss 
any issues. Be sure to provide assignments and 
deadlines in writing, spell out deliverables clearly, 
and evaluate the work of interns promptly and 
provide continuous and structured feedback. 
Evaluations based on a combination of qualitative 
and quantitative metrics would be best. Supervisors 
should be encouraging but candid in pointing out 
areas for revision or improvement. And streamline 
the feedback process so all comments and 
responses for the interns are channeled through 
the supervisor—you want to avoid a situation 
where multiple staff could be providing potentially 
conflicting feedback.

promotion plan is critical to reach the current 
generation entering the workforce. Snapchat, 
Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter are the more popular 
sites with this demographic—much more so than 
Facebook. And LinkedIn is also an important source 
for any professional opportunities.

Word of mouth is always best. Encourage your 
former interns as well as your employees, board 
members, and community connections to spread the 
word about opportunities you are offering.

Timing is also key. Companies usually start 
marketing as early as October/November for next 
year’s summer internships and you may want to get 
in the game soon so you don’t miss out on the early 
applicants. At the latest, start outreach in January 
and complete recruitment by May for summer 
internships that typically run from June to August. 
Fall internships typically start in September/early 
October and run through December—with students 
applying April through June. Spring internships 
are usually offered for a mid-January through April 
term with recruiting taking place from November 
to January (see Know Your Deadlines! The Official 
Intern Hiring Schedule For The Year).

Keep in mind that on average recruitment for 
internships starts about eight months before 
the internship term begins. You can also accept 
applications year-round and build up a candidate 
pool. In any event, be sure to communicate 
deadlines, response timeframes, and actual 
internship durations clearly, to enable students to 
plan and apply well in advance. Once your internship 
and externship program is up and running, you can 
develop a consistent schedule to follow from year to 
year.

Implement A Structured Recruitment & 
Onboarding Process
Have a clear process, criteria, and timeframe for 
application review, shortlisting of candidates for 
interviews, and final selection. While HR can do 

https://www.internqueen.com/know-your-deadlines-official-intern-hiring-schedule-year
https://www.internqueen.com/know-your-deadlines-official-intern-hiring-schedule-year
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the immediate opportunity, there are other options 
such as asking the interns to be sure to contact you 
when they are on a job search or invite them back 
for another internship to continue the experience and 
exploration of fit for future openings.

It’s also important to have a defined process to 
reach out to contacts at the schools the interns and 
externs came from to ensure that they get feedback 
on the students’ experience, discuss any room for 
improvements your organization can make, and 
build a track record for future recruitment.

A great internship and externship experience can be 
a win-win for all involved—the provider organization 
and managers, the participants, and their schools. 
But like all operational processes, it needs a tie-in 
to strategy, a strong tactical plan, sticking to the 
plan, and continuous evaluation and improvement. 
An established and smooth-running internship and 
externship program can pave the way for continuous 
cultivation of the talent pipeline and be an invaluable 
tool in tackling the perennial workforce shortage in 
the field.

Define who is the go-to for any snags during the 
internship—from technical difficulties to the inability 
to connect with required staff or external parties for 
deliverables or challenges in obtaining the required 
information and resources.

If possible, plan an organization-wide presentation to 
showcase the deliverables from the interns’ projects 
to close out their term. This is a great opportunity to 
recognize their work and commend their efforts and 
also to share the value of the internship program 
across the board.

Plan The Follow-Up
Future opportunities at your organization for interns 
and externs must be defined internally at the time 
you design the program (but be careful not to 
communicate any expectation of employment to 
the interns before hiring them and seeing how they 
do). Think about next steps in conjunction with 
the interns’ delivery on performance expectations. 
While making a specific job offer to deserving 
candidates is the most concrete path to leverage 
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Strategy #6: Become the “Employer of Choice” in 
Specific Markets
By Joe Naughton-Travers, Ed. M., Senior Associate & Kimberly Bond, MS, LMFT, Executive 
Vice President 

employee groups, building a strong brand, fostering 
a culture of trust and engagement, and providing 
opportunities and resources for meaningful work.

Know Your Workforce Audience
As with any strategic planning for growth and 
improvement, the path to becoming an employer 
of choice starts with a landscape assessment to 
understand your audience, the market forces in play, 
and the competition.

Segment your audience of current and prospective 
employees by generation, education, and skill 
level and conduct internal and external research 

The “employer of choice” concept has gotten much 
emphasis in recent years—an organization that 
people choose to work for, and stay with, when 
presented with other employment choices. To make 
this concept work, organizations need to invest 
in strong branding and marketing that is geared 
to target workforce cohorts. But no “employer 
of choice” strategy is the same—every group of 
workers has different preferences. The key is to 
learn what they are, and build outreach based on 
those factors.

Our team at OPEN MINDS recommends focusing 
on four best practices—assessing the landscape 
and knowing what’s important to each of your target 



June Monthly Management Newsletter  |  Page 28© 2021 OPEN MINDS 

are often overqualified and continually seeking 
new and better roles (see How Millennials Want 
To Work & Live). Younger millennials and Gen Z 
want opportunities for skill development and the 
ability to manage stress—they are also plagued by 
anxiety and a sense of uncertainty, heightened by 
the pandemic (see What Your Youngest Employees 
Need Most Right Now).

Knowing what’s important to each segment of 
your employees and prospects is the foundation 
for building a strong culture that places them in 
the right roles and offers fulfillment and support. 
And keeping your current employees satisfied and 
engaged is not only good for retention but also fuels 
your recruitment efforts as current staff are your best 
ambassadors.

Keep an eye on the competition—other provider 
organizations in your area, digital behavioral 
health entities, investor-backed organizations, 
and primary care and hospital and health systems 
adding behavioral health to their service portfolio. 
See what they are offering to attract talent. There 
are a number of websites offering ballpark salary 
information—LinkedIn, Salary.com, PayScale, 
Glassdoor, and others. But you want to go beyond 
the numbers to learn as much as you can about the 
positioning of these organizations and what their 
appeal is for the workforce they compete with you 
for. While you may not be able to match someone 
else’s pay scales and you wouldn’t want to mimic 
what other organizations may be offering, this 
landscape assessment can help you identify your 
distinct competitive advantages for employees and 
how to highlight them.

Build A Brand That Matters
Younger generations in the workforce are highly 
purpose-driven and want to be fully aligned with 
the values of the organizations they work for (or 
buy from). They also look for “authentic” brands—
not a just a well-worded mission statement—and 
only want to associate with brands that deliver 

to understand each subgroup and what motivates 
them. Like most organizations in the workplace 
today, you likely have your share of retiring Baby 
Boomers (born 1946 to 1964); the Generation X 
cohort (born 1965 to 1980) that is likely dominant 
in your management cadre; the up and coming 
millennials or Generation Y cohort (born 1981 to 
1996) that is driven to achieve; and Generation 
Z (born 1997 to 2012) whose oldest members 
are now entering the workforce with well-defined 
expectations. We would recommend conducting 
employee net promoter score surveys (eNPS) 
surveys (followed by deeper dive satisfaction 
surveys) among the different cohorts to determine 
the likelihood of current employees recommending 
employment in your organization to a friend 
or family member (see What Is Employee Net 
Promoter Score (eNPS) & How Can It Be Used To 
Improve Employee Engagement?). The results will 
be insightful and indicate areas for improvement. 
In addition to demographics, you can also filter 
any internal survey results by job description, 
department, and level/hierarchy to understand the 
pain points and key drivers of each group.

There is also plenty of research to draw from 
on what different generations are seeking in the 
workplace. All generations place high store by 
ethical leadership and organizations that care about 
their wellbeing. Gen Z values diversity and inclusion 
while millennials want openness and transparency. 
Gen X is looking for financial stability in the 
organizations they work for (see 4 Things Gen Z & 
Millennials Expect From Their Workplace). Boomers 
are big on value and culture. Gen Xers want to be 
role models, problem solvers, and change agents. 
And a Gallup poll on millennials shows that this 
generation values purpose over a paycheck, seeks 
opportunities for personal growth and development, 
values collaborative work and coaching over being 
“managed,” and is eager for their contributions and 
strengths to be valued. But while they are a highly 
educated group in the workforce, millennials are 
having a hard time landing the jobs they want. They 

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/238073/millennials-work-live.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/238073/millennials-work-live.aspx
https://hbr.org/2020/06/what-your-youngest-employees-need-most-right-now
https://hbr.org/2020/06/what-your-youngest-employees-need-most-right-now
https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/employee-net-promoter-score-enps-good-measure-engagement/
https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/employee-net-promoter-score-enps-good-measure-engagement/
https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/employee-net-promoter-score-enps-good-measure-engagement/
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/336275/things-gen-millennials-expect-workplace.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/336275/things-gen-millennials-expect-workplace.aspx
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Good communication and transparency are the 
bedrock of a healthy culture. And communication 
of organizational performance and goals needs 
a data-driven approach. Keep staff informed of 
what is happening, and let them know the “why” of 
your strategy. Clarity of expectations, support for 
creativity and innovation, and recognition of results 
are also essential to keeping employees motivated 
and engaged.

Another key to engagement is helping employees 
feel “part of” the organization and asking for their 
input whenever feasible. But when you ask for 
opinions or do employee surveys, it’s important to 
follow up on what you find. Let them know what you 
can and cannot do and why. Lack of  follow-up is 
frustrating to staff and damages trust.

The management culture is another key piece. 
Supervisors and managers play a big role in 
employee satisfaction and retention—most people 
who quit don’t an organization, they quit their boss. 
Help managers understand how they can support 
and encourage performance on a continuous basis. 
Advise them to have an open door policy and to 
address any challenges or performance issues in 
real time—don’t wait for the annual performance 
review. And it starts at the top—the behaviors 
modeled by the executive team will cascade through 
the organization.

You also need to find the right balance of nurturing 
individual talent and enabling team work and 
collaboration across the organization. For those 
staff for whom team work is not inherent to their job 
descriptions, try to offer meaningful group projects 
with clear deliverables that they can work on with 
colleagues.

Flexibility, work-life balance, and clarity on career 
pathways within the organization, as well as 
professional development and learning opportunities 
are all important to the up and coming workforce 
and your attention to these aspects can create the 

on their promises. They want to be proud of the 
organizations they work for. And this is where 
community-based organizations and nonprofits 
in particular have an edge over their corporate 
competitors.

Building and reiterating your brand (which is so 
much more than a logo and colors) is therefore 
a key step in market positioning for workforce 
development. Your brand must tell the story of who 
your organization really is, what’s important to you, 
your core values—and how you are living these 
values, and what makes your workplace great. And 
your brand needs a strong online presence. All 
generations, but especially Gen Y and Gen Z—the 
“digital natives” are used to researching everything 
and seeking peer opinions on social media 
before they make any decisions. Being on social 
media—Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok LinkedIn, 
and Facebook—is imperative to reaching your 
employee target audience. Monitoring your reviews 
on employment sites is important as well. While you 
cannot prevent one disgruntled former employee 
from posting a bad review, you can encourage those 
who are satisfied to share their story as well.

Your diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) stance 
is very important to younger generations in the 
workforce. But again, this cannot be a mere 
“statement” on your website. Your approach to DEI 
has to be evident in the makeup of your executive 
team, who you hire, the programs you offer, and 
the causes you actively support as an organization. 
Millennials and Gen Z are also big on giving back to 
the community—so be sure to include your support 
of the local community in your brand.

Culture Is Key 
Organizational culture is not something you leave 
to chance or limit to the holiday party and annual 
company picnic. Culture must be intentionally 
framed and driven by leadership. The elements 
of a great culture are communication, trust, and 
engagement.
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at the top of their skillset? Are team meetings 
purposeful, well-structured, and driven by a clear 
agenda?

While creating a smooth operational infrastructure 
and process for all workstreams is the responsibility 
of management, encourage employees to be 
proactive and solutions-focused (instead of just 
complaining about what’s not working).

At the end of the day, there is no single formula 
for how to become an employer of choice. But 
recognizing that creating a great place to work 
has to be intentional and ongoing effort and that 
every team member has to play their part can go 
a long way toward improving your recruitment and 
retention numbers. Chances are  your organization 
may not be able to offer significantly more than the 
competition in terms of salary. But if your payscales 
are in the vicinity of market rates, then knowing 
your landscape, strengthening your brand, beefing 
up your culture, and providing opportunities for 
meaningful work and advancement can help to 
shore up your status as a sought-after workplace.

competitive advantage that helps you attract and 
keep the high performers.

Identify & Build On Meaningful Work
For a majority of individuals, the opportunity to do 
meaningful work is among the top criteria for choice 
of an employer and job. Employees want to be 
valued for what they can bring to the table. So make 
sure you help employees understand how their work 
contributes to the bigger picture of organizational 
success and consumer outcomes. Establish metrics-
driven objectives and help them see how they are 
doing.

Identify and solve for any paint points and 
roadblocks in getting the work done. Develop a 
checklist of operational and process essentials. Are 
workflows clearly defined? Do clinical professionals 
have the appropriate clinical decision supports? Is 
the technology easy to use? Do staff know where 
to get data to inform their work? Do they have 
the resources and tools to get the job done? Can 
automation or technology be used to reduce the 
burden of mundane or repetitive tasks? Is everyone 
doing what they are most suited to do and practicing 
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Workforce Strategy #7: Leverage The Power Of 
Volunteers – For Non-Profits
By Meena Dayak, Executive Vice President

An estimated 30% of the United States 
population—77.4 million adults—volunteer with 
an organization every year, contributing 6.9 billion 
volunteer hours. At the average value of $24.14 
for a volunteer hour, the annual value of volunteer 
services is nearly $167 billion (see Volunteer Hours 
Now Worth $167 Billion Annually).

Success with volunteer engagement depends on 
having a solid plan and well-defined structure. 
Depending on how many volunteers your 
organization wants to engage, it may help to have 
a volunteer coordinator or manager on staff (likely 
a part-time position) to optimize the contributions of 
volunteers. The manager should lead the internal 
process to define potential roles for volunteers. 
This needs to be followed with a robust tactical 

Volunteers are often defined as an “unpaid 
workforce.” There is tremendous untapped potential 
to build a volunteer corps—engaging consumers and 
family members, retirees, students, and members 
of the local community in a range of activities—
peer support, marketing, referral development, 
fundraising, mentoring for clinical professionals, 
customer service, social service referrals and 
care coordination support, administrative work, 
technology support, transportation, and more. 
But recruiting and maximizing the contributions 
of volunteer contributions doesn’t happen without 
a plan. Finding volunteers with the right skillsets, 
giving them opportunities to contribute in a 
meaningful way, and keeping them engaged takes 
careful management.

https://www.thenonprofittimes.com/npt_articles/volunteer-hours-now-worth-167-billion-annually/
https://www.thenonprofittimes.com/npt_articles/volunteer-hours-now-worth-167-billion-annually/
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stay-at-home parents, and various other groups 
in the community. Cast the net wide in reaching 
out to all groups for recruitment. Social media 
announcements and sending press releases or 
announcements about volunteer opportunities to 
local media, civic groups, local businesses and 
schools will jumpstart your recruitment efforts. Word 
of mouth is often the best channel—so be sure to 
ask your staff and board to share information in 
the community about volunteer opportunities. Use 
neighborhood listservs and apps like Nextdoor to 
spread the word. And be sure to list your volunteer 
opportunities with local county portals and 
organizations like AmeriCorps, VolunteerMatch, and 
HandsOn Network that curate and post options for 
prospective volunteers searching online.

Define a timeframe to get back to volunteer 
applicants and conduct interviews (led by the 
volunteer coordinator and direct supervisor) to 
determine the mutual fit for a position.

Design A Strong Onboarding & Training 
Program
It may be easier to have volunteers start in 
batches at designated times of the year so you can 
consolidate the onboarding and training process. 
Develop a program that will help them get to 
know the organization, safety guidelines, policies 
and procedures, and the scope of their specific 
responsibilities. To save time, a significant portion of 
the training can be done through prerecorded videos 
and online meetings. Some of the materials you use 
to onboard new staff could easily be repurposed 
or adapted for volunteer training so you are not 
reinventing the wheel. For volunteers who are able 
to come onsite, a welcome breakfast or lunch with 
a meet and greet opportunity with the organization’s 
leadership and key staff will be a nice gesture.

Individual who will be supervising the volunteers 
should have a one-on-one meetings to walk them 
through their responsibilities, workflows, and 
deliverables.

plan and process for volunteer recruitment, training, 
management, and recognition.

Define Volunteer “Job Descriptions” & 
Create A Formal Application Process
Simply saying “Let’s have someone come in and 
help us with the filing” is not a setup for success with 
leveraging volunteers. The volunteer coordinator 
needs to work with departments across the 
organization to scope out where they might be able 
to use volunteer support and brainstorm all possible 
roles. Then each role will need a comprehensive 
position description that lists responsibilities, time 
commitments, location of work (in-person or virtual), 
as well as skills and experience required. And 
remember to create a simple volunteer application 
form that captures key information from those who 
want to volunteer. Even if volunteer referrals come 
in by word-of-mouth, encourage a formal application 
process—just as you would for a paid job.

For each role, it is also important to map out and 
document workflows, communication channels, 
and supervisory responsibilities. A “volunteer 
handbook” outlining the organization’s mission and 
vision, policies and procedures, and expectations 
and guidelines for volunteers will be a tremendous 
asset. An organized database that stores contact 
information and enables easy communication with 
volunteers is another must-have.

Determine any liabilities for the organization and 
plan to obtain appropriate waivers and risk coverage 
while addressing safety guidelines.

Define volunteer opportunities on your website and 
make the role descriptions, guidelines, application 
form, and contact information available and easy to 
access.

Recruit Volunteers With A Variety Of Skills & 
Expertise
Volunteers could come from among retirees, 
students, individuals with full-time or part-time jobs, 
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the chief executive officer will be much appreciated. 
Volunteers usually welcome opportunities to get 
to know your staff and consumers—so invite them 
to any community or organization-wide events as 
appropriate.

Collect testimonials from volunteers with permission 
to use them in your marketing materials. And invite 
feedback on how you can make organizational 
improvements and additional ways volunteers can 
contribute and engage in future.

Remember, engaged and satisfied volunteers can 
be great ambassadors who can spread community 
goodwill and help you cultivate the talent pipeline.

With well-designed structure and focused 
management of volunteers, their commitment and 
skills can be leveraged to get things done, relieve 
some of the work burden on staff who are stretched 
thin, and cultivate goodwill and referrals for future 
employees.

Manage & Recognize The Work Of 
Volunteers, Get Feedback
Check in regularly to make sure volunteers have 
the resources and information they need to get the 
job done, that they are staying engaged, and able 
to keep up with their commitments. Not having 
enough to do and not being able to contribute in a 
meaningful way will result in frustration and negative 
word of mouth, which you want to avoid at all costs.

Supervisors should communicate how best they can 
be reached and be available to answer questions 
or troubleshoot in a timely way. Have designated 
check-in times—even a quick phone call—once a 
month or once a quarter, to see how things are going 
could be immensely helpful to the volunteers and the 
supervisors.

Be sure to frequently thank volunteers and recognize 
their efforts publicly—on your social media, website, 
and annual report. A personal thank you note from 


