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P R A C T I C E  F U N D A M E N T A L S

T
he adage is true: A chain is only as strong as its weak-
est link. Most medical practices have at least one 
weak link. It may be an overly negative employee or 
a chronic underperformer, but even one toxic staffer 

can dramatically affect the bottom line and cause resent-
ment and unrest among other workers. Here are five types of 
problem employees and what to do about them.

PROBLEM EMPLOYEE NO. 1:  
THE SNARKY STAFFER

Do you have one employee who continues to disrespect 
your authority in front of others? You know the type: 
Someone who mouths off, rolls their eyes, or just seems to 
do as they please. This type of behavior can be contagious, 
and soon your whole staff may start to follow suit.

What To Do: Address the issues immediately. Make sure 
to put a warning in writing. Let the employee know that if 
the behavior continues, they will be terminated.

PROBLEM EMPLOYEE NO. 2:  
THE BUNGLING BURGLAR

Are your office supplies leaving the building faster than 
they should be? Have patients reported things missing from 
treatment rooms? Does your ledger show checks 
written to unfamiliar companies? If so, it could 
be an inside job.

What To Do: Adopt a zero tolerance policy for 
theft. Proof of theft is key. Consider a lie detector 
test if necessary. There are degrees of theft. If a 
trusted employee took a box of pens when their 
kids went back to school, place them on writ-
ten warning. If it is something more serious, like 
theft of cash or pricey equipment, terminate the 
employee immediately upon discovery. 

PROBLEM EMPLOYEE NO. 3:  
THE ADDICT

Is your once crackerjack office assistant now 
consistently late? Does s/he take less pride in his or 
her appearance and work? Is s/he calling out sick 
more regularly? Substance abuse is a disease and 
it doesn’t discriminate. Alcohol or drug abuse can 
cause an employee to take risks that will put your 
practice and patients in jeopardy.

What To Do: While some states allow drug test-

ing of a single employee with a valid reason, others urge you 
to conduct drug testing across your company. Make sure all 
employees are aware of your drug policies upon hiring and 
acknowledge said policy in writing. Also, let them know that 
help is available, and that they will have a job when they get 
clean and sober. The Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration (www.findtreatment.samhsa.gov) offers 
listings of residential, outpatient, and hospital inpatient treat-
ment programs for drug addiction and alcoholism throughout 
the country and the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and 
Alcoholism (niaaa.nih.gov) offers information on alcohol, alco-
hol use, and treatment of alcohol-related problems.

PROBLEM EMPLOYEE NO. 4:  
THE PTO ENTHUSIAST

It starts with one day off for a migraine and then leads to 
days at a time. It could also be a chronically sick employee, a 
pregnant staff member, or someone who is just milking your 
paid time off (PTO) policy, but when an employee abuses 
sick days, it can affect the bottom line.

What to do: All employees should be clear about PTO 
policies upon hiring . The ailing employee may want to con-
sider short- or long-term disability if needed.
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If any problem employees are terminated, make sure to  
protect yourself and your practice by:
• Consulting with an attorney in your state who specializes 

in human resources in advance. Employment law differs 
from state to state.

• Immediately changing the locks and security codes to 
the building if the ousted staffer knew them.

• Changing computer logins and passwords immediately. 
• Walking them to their office, watching them gather their 

belongings, and walking them out of the building. Most 
practices opt not to allow the employee a chance to say 
goodbye to other employees.

• Holding a staff meeting immediately to let the team 
know that the terminated employee is no longer a part 
of your team.

TIPS ON FIRING EMPLOYEES
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PROBLEM EMPLOYEE NO. 5:  
THE SQUARE PEG

Sometimes a new employee just doesn’t gel. It’s not that 
they are late, incompetent, or rude, they just may not fit in 
and this can cause discord in the office or exam room.

What To Do: Team-building exercises may help. Also, 
consider assigning the employee a mentor to help them bet-
ter acclimate to the ways of your practice. If the situation 
doesn’t get better after several months and efforts, it may be 
time to part ways with the employee. n 
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