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PRACTICE MATTERS

The Foundation to Build the Right Team

As an experienced Chief CRNA 
at two major medical centers, 
I have firsthand knowledge of 

the value of building the right team. 
It is amazing how easy it is to manage 
a team that is skilled, motivated, and 
engaged.  When I was a nurse anesthe-
sia educator, it quickly became appar-
ent that student selection was the most 
important task of the year. When we 
selected the right students, teaching 
was easy. Likewise, later in my career, 

when I became a Chief CRNA, I quickly learned that when you build 
the right team, managing is easy. 

Over the past few years I have been asked how I assess appli-
cants for a clinical anesthesia position. What makes a strong candi-
date stand out from the other? How 
does the manager select the right per-
son?  Likewise, when assessing existing 
personnel for promotion, what can an 
individual do to demonstrate they are a 
valuable asset to the employer? Below 
are some lessons I have learned along 
the way. 

Knowledge is power: The goal 
is to attract the best and the bright-
est applicants. Generally speaking, 
new graduates have a working knowl-
edge of all the latest information. They 
have studied, been tested repeatedly, 
and they have passed the certifica-
tion exam.  Applicants who have successfully worked other places 
have experience to go along with their knowledge base.  With either 
a new graduate or an experienced applicant, it’s not what they know, 
but rather their ability to apply the knowledge.  At the interview, ask 
questions to assess how they process information and how they relate 
it to the situation at hand.  Ask questions like, “You are assigned to a 
case where a patient has a condition with which you are not familiar. 
How do you develop a care plan to ensure patient safety and satisfac-
tion?” As a manager, listen to the answer to determine the applicant’s 
thought process. He or she should be up to date on the use of tech-
nology and how to engage others in developing a collaborative anes-
thetic plan.

Preparation:  The applicant has convinced you that they have suf-
ficient knowledge. Now, can they do the job? It’s time to let hands 
show what the brain knows.  You are looking for the person who 
arrives on time, demonstrates solid clinical judgment, works within 
safe parameters, and seeks assistance when appropriate. You want a 

team member with solid clinical skills and a great work ethic.  At an 
interview, ask open-ended questions about major cases that the per-
son has done. What were the considerations during setup? Did the 
case start on time? I like to ask the person, “Describe a time when 
you developed a plan and set up for a major case and at the last min-
ute were asked to change the plan.”  The answer will indicate organi-
zational skills as well as tolerance for frustration and a willingness to 
work in a team environment.  Another favorite interview question is, 
“In preparing for this interview, what did you learn about us?” Some 
will get the ‘deer in the headlights’ look and make up something 
about the wonderful reputation of our hospital.  Others have been to 
the hospital and department websites; they have done research and 
they know about our mission, vision, and core values.  

A person who prepares well for an interview also prepares well for 
cases.  Preparation can be an indication of work ethic. Surprisingly, 
more often than not the person will be a self-proclaimed super star. 

You can bring a person back to real-
ity by asking, “If I asked your current 
colleagues/boss about your work ethic, 
what would I be told?” Work ethic and 
technical abilities are both topics for 
a follow-up phone call to the former 
employer or references. 

Technical ability: The vast major-
ity of CRNAs have the knowledge and 
skills to do the job. Occasionally, how-
ever, people make it through the edu-
cation system with considerable knowl-
edge but limited technical skills. 
Applicants may think they are skilled in 
every aspect of anesthesia.  At the inter-

view, I ask applicants to tell me about technical skills that they feel 
are strengths.  I also ask, “If we hire you, what opportunities would 
you like for us to provide to enhance your growth in areas where you 
feel less skilled?” This is a non-threatening question which provides 
insight into the applicant’s perceived weaknesses. As with work ethic, 
technical skills can be discussed during a phone conversation with a 
reference.

Versatility: We all have favorite and least favorite cases. Challeng-
ing ourselves to do a variety of cases develops a broad range of clin-
ical skills. Having a conversation about the favorite types of cases 
done by the applicant as well as familiarity with a variety of cases 
gives insight into the applicant’s versatility.  During the interview, you 
might ask, “While preparing to do a gallbladder, you are notified that 
a gunshot wound is en route from the ER. How do you handle it?” 
Some staff will go with the flow while others have limited tolerance 
for last-minute case changes. At our hospital, flexibility is a valuable 
asset and something we seek in a team member.

You are looking for the 
person who arrives on time, 
demonstrates solid clinical 
judgment, works within 
safe parameters, and seeks 
assistance when appropriate. 

Tom Davis, CRNA, MAE
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Teamwork: Working collaboratively within a group is essen-
tial both in the anesthesia care team model and independent prac-
tice.  Not only do you want your new hire to get along with surgeons, 
anesthesiologists, and other members of the interdisciplinary health-
care team, you want the person to willingly help other CRNAs in the 
group. You want to hire the person who supports and encourages the 
skills and positive qualities in coworkers. Two questions at an inter-
view to assess teamwork are, “Please describe what collaborative prac-
tice looks like to you,” and, “Tell me about a time when your col-
league stepped in to help you, and a time when you stepped in to 
help your colleague.”  Not only will you hear a great story, you are 
establishing the expectation that teamwork is required in your group.

Communication: This is a foundational attribute for predicting 
overall success. The literature related to patient safety states repeat-
edly that the success or failure rates of safety are rooted in commu-
nication. Effective communication both within the CRNA group and 
with the perioperative team is essential. Proactive participation in 
care planning, morning huddles, and PACU handoffs all require good 
communication skills. At the interview, ask the applicant to describe 
how they communicate their need for help when in an uncomfortable 
clinical situation or unsure in a clinical case. Also, try to determine 
how the applicant views other CRNAs who communicated a need for 
help. Does the applicant offer an insecure colleague clear and useful 
advice or does he throw the teammate under the bus?

Customer relations: Healthcare has evolved over the past 30 
years from physician directed to sharing healthcare responsibility with 
the patient to patient-driven healthcare. Many patients search the 
Internet and understand their medical and surgical conditions. They 
have expectations of the healthcare that they will receive. Patients 
expect that you, too, are knowledgeable and that your team will work 
well together to ensure a successful outcome. You want an employee 
who is competent at the head of the table and can connect on a per-
sonal level with the patient and the patient’s family.

When interviewing, ask the applicant to describe a time when 
they felt a strong connection to a patient and the patient’s family and 
then to describe the difference it made in the outcome. By asking this 
question, you are planting the seed that customer service is valued in 
your workplace.

Civility, Equity, and Respect: Nobody likes to be criticized. Ask 
the applicant how he or she responds when given constructive criti-
cism regarding their practice or judgment.  In the discussion that fol-
lows you can reinforce that your workplace encourages professional 
growth. Professional growth involves constructive criticism.

Engagement: This is the magic word in management. Articles, 
chapters, and entire books are written about employee engagement. 
It is said that many people seek employment to make a living and to 
make a difference.  Assessing engagement gives insight about the per-
son’s desire to make a difference and, in so doing, enhances the rep-

utation of your group.  At an interview, I frequently set up this ques-
tion, “One year after you start working with us we will do an annual 
performance review. Describe what a successful first year would look 
like.” Most candidates will talk about developing technical skills and 
comfort at the head of the table. In addition to case management, oth-
ers will talk about developing best practice guidelines, doing research, 
or improving workflow.  Which will you hire?

CRNAs bring a variety of skill sets to a variety of practice set-
tings.  We don’t all wear the same shoes, but the shoes that we wear 
must fit. An applicant needs to fit in with your department goals and 
your personal management style. Before you interview CRNA candi-
dates, make your own list describing the traits that the ideal employee 
brings to your workplace. Develop a question to assess each of the 
qualities you desire and that measures each person objectively.  Hire 
the right people, build the right team. The effort that you put into 
assessing candidates and hiring the right people will pay dividends 
for years to come. ■

Featuring Sessions On:

February 18-21, 2016 • Marco Island Marriott Resort & Spa
Marco Island, Florida

The Business of Anesthesia, Pediatrics, Trauma, 
Cardiac, and A FIRST OF ITS KIND, 

HANDS-ON TEE WORKSHOP!

Marco Island Marriott Reservations: 239-394-2511
Rate: $309 (s/d) plus tax

Hurry...call today! Hotel reservations should be made before January 12, 2016, 
to guarantee rate and availability.

Visit WWW.FANA.ORG for more information. 
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Symposium




