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           O&P’s GOT 

T    LENT
Ten tips for hiring and retaining  
top O&P clinicians and office staff

By CHRISTINE UMBRELL
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GOOD O&P EMPLOYEES are hard to 
come by in today’s tight U.S. labor 

market. Given a national unemployment  
rate of 3.6 percent and a projected 
increase in demand for O&P clinicians, 
O&P companies seeking high-quality 
candidates are finding it challenging to 
fill positions—both entry-level and  
more experienced positions. 

“There is a small pool of candidates 
out there today due to the size of the 
profession,” explains Steve Mantegani, 
PT, vice president of operations for 
NovaCare P&O. “With a small number 
of O&P schools producing residents, 
and less residencies available, it 
becomes challenging to find new 
candidates in an aging profession.”

Hiring clinical staff can be difficult  
in the current economic climate, 
agrees Kathleen DeLawrence, chief 
operating officer of Ability Prosthetics 
and Orthotics. “Right now, it’s a  
seller’s market,” and candidates  
have many options when seeking 
employment, she says. At Ability  
P&O specifically, “we’ve got a  
few openings, and there are not  
a lot of résumés.” 

Complicating the O&P hiring process 
is the fact that many clinicians must 
relocate for their jobs. If they’re more 
seasoned professionals, they are likely 
subject to a noncompete clause from 
their current employer, and they may 
not be allowed to provide O&P services 
within a 25-, 50-, or 100-mile radius of 
their current worksite, says DeLawrence. 
Newly certified clinicians, on the other 
hand, may be on the hunt for a position 
that gets them closer to home after a few 
years of school and residency. This quest 
may limit their geographical preference— 
or create a concern for the hiring 
manager that they will not stay long 
with the company if the position is not 
where they ultimately want to reside. 

Given these challenges, it’s 
important to know where and how to 
seek out top-notch O&P staff, and how 
to retain those employees once they’re 
on board. Savvy O&P business owners 
and managers are taking a closer look 
at how they recruit, compensate, and 
retain employees. Below, Mantegani, 
DeLawrence, and other hiring  
professionals offer tips for finding  
and keeping “right-fit” candidates. 

NEED TO KNOW

• Given today’s tight labor market and a growing need for O&P clinicians, 
savvy O&P business owners and managers are taking a closer look at how 
they recruit, compensate, and retain employees. 

• Some companies are turning to employee referral programs and 
recruiters in addition to traditional job boards in seeking out new team 
members—and several choose to offer permanent positions to their well-
trained residents.

• Many companies find that advertising attractive and specific benefits—
such as health care, coverage of certification and licensure fees, mileage 
reimbursement, or even student loan repayment—can result in increased 
interest among job seekers.

• A thorough interviewing and onboarding process may involve interaction 
with multiple staff members, personality testing, and a determination 
about whether a candidate will be a good fit with the company culture.

• Just as important as hiring best-fit candidates is retaining top 
performers. Offering competitive salaries, continuing education, and 
opportunities for advancement will be key to preventing top-notch staff 
from searching for new opportunities.
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T
IP

Ask Current Employees 
To Spread the Word
Many companies believe 
the best way to identify 

potential candidates is by asking 
current staff whether they can recom-
mend individuals who will 
be a good fit—often, they 
will know someone who is 
seeking a position or who 
may be willing to consider 
switching jobs. 

Ability P&O has had 
success in finding both 
clinical and nonclinical 
staff through its employee 

referral program, whereby current 
employees receive bonuses after their 
referred candidates have been on staff 
for a predetermined amount of time, 
according to DeLawrence. 

At NovaCare P&O, management 
has “started to utilize our 
younger practitioners to 
assist in the recruiting 
efforts as they are better 
connected with their 
former classmates as well 
as on websites where 
younger practitioners 
connect and communicate,” 
says Mantegani. 

T
IP

Leverage Job Sites and 
Recruiters
Many O&P companies have 
found success in using 

traditional methods to hire, including 
advertising on the AOPA Job Board as 
well as more general job-search web-
sites. DeLawrence has had luck filling 
clinical positions after posting them 
on Indeed and LinkedIn, as well as by 
working with recruiters. 

At NovaCare, “we are fortunate to 
have a full-time recruiter as part of our 
team that can source leads through 
avenues like LinkedIn while also 
posting our positions on Indeed and 
our professional websites and maga-
zines,” says Mantegani. 

T
IP

Advertise Enticing 
Benefits
A 2018 study found that 
the more benefits an 

employee describes in ads, the higher 
the number of job applications. The 
study, conducted by Harvard Business 
School’s Ashley Whillans, found that 
the “softer” rewards described in 
advertisements can give candidates 
the impression that the company 
cares about its employees and  
will help workers find a healthy  
work-life balance.

The importance of advertising 
benefits is supported by a 2018 
American Institute of CPAs report, 
which provided results of a survey 
of 2,026 employed U.S. adults. When 
asked to choose between a job with 
benefits or a job with no benefits but a 
30 percent higher salary, 80 percent of 
respondents chose the job with bene-
fits—not a bigger paycheck.

Many companies are offering a 
wider range of benefits in today’s 
competitive hiring climate—incor-
porating nonmedical supplemental 
benefits such as accident insurance, 
critical illness insurance, and legal 
services plans, according to the 
MetLife “2019 U.S. Employee Benefit 
Trends Study.” In addition, as paying 
for education grows more expensive 
each year, student loan repayments 
was “the hottest employee benefit”  
of 2018, according to Forbes.

Steve Mantegani, PT

Tips for Young Professionals 

Seeking Positions
Recent O&P graduates seeking clinical positions should consider 
these tips from Chris Robinson, MS, MBA, CPO, ATC, FAAOP(D), 
clinical resource director at the National Commission on Orthotic and 
Prosthetic Education:

• Recognize that the residency site offers a learning environment that 
is not often tied to a set schedule. While “class” rarely ran over more 
than 15 minutes, patients may demand more of your time and energy.  

• A higher level of agility is needed to thrive in today’s health-care 
environment, and interpersonal skills are more important than ever.  

• Don’t settle on a culture that doesn’t align with your beliefs. If you 
are honest with yourself about your strengths and goals, it will be 
easier to relay that information to your future employers and find a 
practice that provides not only a residency opportunity but a long-
term career path as well. 
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DeLawrence 
believes O&P 
owners may need 
to “get a little more 
creative” with their 
total compensation 
packages, beyond 
just salary and 
standard benefits, 
to better align 
with national benefits trends. “A lot 
of [O&P] companies don’t even pay 
for their employees’ certification and 
licensure fees, or they don’t offer car 
allowance or mileage reimbursement” 
for clinicians who are on the road to 
see patients in hospitals, rehabs, and 
home visits. At Ability, full-time clini-
cians receive competitive salary and 
bonuses, car allowances, company-paid 
individual health-care benefits as 
well as dental and eye-care coverage, 
401(K), licensure and certification 
costs, and the opportunity for upward 
mobility. “Our compensation model is 
packaged to help attract and retain the 
best talent in the profession.”

T
IP

Hire Residents
When seeking entry-
level candidates, 
the O&P residency 

program can be a great resource—
and many companies ultimately 
hire the residents who participate 
in the program at their facilities. 
Residency is considered “the sec-
ond half of a practitioner’s edu-

cation,” according to Chris Robinson, 
MS, MBA, CPO, ATC, FAAOP(D), 
clinical resource director at the 
National Commission on Orthotic and 
Prosthetic Education.  

 Robinson notes that facilities that 
participate in the residency program 
are at an advantage in training young 
clinicians and instilling positive work 
habits among these young individ-
uals—which will likely continue if hired 
permanently. “Unlike hiring someone 
who is already certified … a resident 
is explicitly seeking an opportunity 
to develop and grow professionally,” 
he says. “Beyond learning the clinical 
skills essential to practice, residents are 

developing their professional identities. 
Aligning that identity with a residency 
site’s values not only shapes a compe-
tent clinician, but one that is hopefully 
a good fit for the organization well into 
the foreseeable future.” 

At NovaCare, management has 
hired many of its clinicians after they 
have completed residencies at the facility. 
This has been a win-win for the company 
and the new hires “as we are able to train 
the residents and slide them into the 
open positions we have throughout the 
division,” says Mantegani. “Connecting 
with the O&P schools is key, as they 
have great connections to their students 
and alumni that help to connect 
employers with new practitioners.”

Wright & Filippis, based in Michigan, 
works closely with Eastern Michigan 
University and ultimately hires many 
young clinicians who take part in its 
residency program, says A.J. Filippis, the 
company’s chief executive officer. The 
facility hosts between five and eight 
residents each year and makes perma-
nent offers to many of them.

Chris Robinson, MS, MBA, 
CPO, ATC, FAAOP(D)
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T
IP

Seek Candidates Who 
Fit Company Culture
It’s not just about find-
ing a job candidate—it’s 

about finding the “right” candidate. 
O&P owners and managers believe 
it’s critical to identify candidates who 
will be good matches for a company’s 
culture and brand. “The first thing we 
look for is fit. Does the clinician fit into 
our local clinic’s culture as well as the 
overarching culture of the company?” 
explains Mantegani. “We look for peo-
ple who will be great team 
players. We also look for 
people who are motivated 
and passionate about the 
profession. Lastly, we 
look at skill level. We have 
some great clinicians we 
can use as mentors and 
provide training should 
we consider candidates 
that are younger who still 
need grooming.”

The central goal when hiring should 
always be to find someone who is in 
O&P for the right reason, putting the 
patient first, adds Filippis. He seeks 
candidates who believe in what they’re 
doing and want to make a difference. 
“Hire attitude, then train everything 
else,” he says.

This goes not just for clinical 
staff, but for all employees at Wright 
& Filippis. “The traits are still crit-
ical—that they have empathy for the 
patient,” says Filippis. “Often the 
nonclinical staff is the first person the 
patient talks to” at an O&P facility, so 
it’s important that they are effective 
brand ambassadors when greeting and 
interacting with patients.  

T
IP

Conduct Thorough 
Interviews, Consider 
Personality Testing
Once candidates for open 

clinical positions are identified, it’s 
important to learn more about them 
via both a thorough interview process 
and their references. It also may be 
helpful to further assess whether can-
didates have the appropriate skills and 
are a “match” with the company. 

“We have a very intense interview 

process,” says DeLawrence. Ability 
P&O starts with a Skype interview, 
then invites candidates into the corpo-
rate office to meet with the executive 
team and regional managers. Next, 
those candidates who are deemed a 
potential fit are invited to spend one or 
two days shadowing staff in a location 
that has an opening. This multistep 
hiring approach allows for several 
opportunities to ensure the proper 
chemistry and a good fit with the 
Ability P&O culture. 

At Wright & Filippis, 
personality testing is part 
of the hiring process. Job 
candidates are asked to 
complete the online Caliper 
personality analysis test. 
The Caliper test, and 
similar personality assess-
ment tools, seek to examine 
candidates before their 
hiring to ascertain certain 

aspects of the candidate’s personality 
and to assess with greater certainty 
that the candidate is suitable for the 
position and the staff that he or she 
will work with. “The Caliper is just 
one of the tools we use,” says Filippis. 
“It looks at empathy for others, their 
general drive, and dependability,” 
among other factors, he says.

T
IP

Consider Staffing Care 
Extenders 
While it’s important that 
all facilities have enough 

certified orthotists and prosthetists on 
board to meet the needs of the facili-
ty’s population, some companies are 
getting creative in staffing, and hiring 
more certified assistants and certified 
technicians. Using these types of care 
extenders can help fill some of the 
void, suggests Filippis. 

The care extender model is a more 
collaborative approach to patient care 
because patients may be seen by a team 
comprised of a certified orthotist or 
prosthetist, certified O&P assistant, 
certified orthotic fitter, and/or certified 
technician. While the certified ortho-
tist or prosthetist must oversee all care 
and perform some of the higher-level 
patient-care tasks him- or herself, 
other aspects of care are carried out 
by the rest of the team, in accordance 
with the scopes of practice defined by 
the certifying bodies.

“Care extenders are probably the 
wave of the future to extend clinical 
care capacity,” says DeLawrence. And 
this model parallels other staffing 
models in the health-care arena—such 
as physical therapy and medical  
practice models.

Kathleen DeLawrence

REPRINTED WITH PUBLISHER’S PERMISSION FROM THE MAY 2019 ISSUE OF O&P ALMANAC MAGAZINE—COPYRIGHT © 2019—WWW.AOPANET.ORG.



28  MAY 2019 |  O&P ALMANAC   

COVER STORY

T
IP

Establish a Plan To 
Retain Top Performers
Once an O&P facility is 
fully staffed, three factors 

matter most for employee retention: 
company culture, employee salary, and 
job stagnation, according to a recent 
Glassdoor study, “Why Do Workers 
Quit? The Factors That Predict 
Employee Turnover.” When workers 
leave a company, they usually leave for 
a better company culture, according to 
the report. 

And 90 percent of workers in the 
MetLife study agree that workplace 
culture is important to employees. 
Employees who feel a strong sense of 
purpose are significantly more satisfied 
with their jobs, feel engaged, and are 
productive, impactful, and successful, 
according to MetLife.

In addition, money does matter to 
employees in 2019. Glassdoor found 
that higher base pay has an important 
impact on whether employees are more 
likely to stay or leave for their next role. 

The residents Robinson interacts 
with are “conscientious about their 
finances,” he says. “New graduates 
recognize that they will have a finan-
cial burden associated with loan 
repayments tied to their education, 
plus the cost of rent has increased at a 
much greater rate than salaries have. 
Most prospective residents will seek 
out the best learning opportunity, 
but they also recognize that they will 
not be able to do their best on the job 
if they have to share a one-bedroom 
apartment with three other people 
while sleeping on the couch in order to 
get by on a meager salary.”

DeLawrence notes that offering 
competitive salaries is important 
at Ability. “We have a very robust 
compensation package,” she says. 
“We believe in investing in our talent” 
and expect those well-compensated 
employees to work hard. 

T
IP

Offer Continuing 
Education, 
Opportunities for 
Advancement

Employees who languish in a job too 
long are likely discouraged about 
career prospects for advancement in 
the company, according to Glassdoor. 
Robinson agrees with that finding, 
adding, “If a young clinician feels 
valued and is given the opportunity to 
grow professionally, I feel that there 
is rarely a compelling reason to seek 
other opportunities.”

Wright & Filippis offers a variety of 
opportunities for advancement—made 
possible by 22 locations. But Filippis 
points out that not all clinicians 
are meant to be managers and that 
advancement can come in different 
forms. “The skills and traits of a 
manager are different than those of 
a clinician,” he says. The company is 
willing to work with those individuals 
seeking to advance into management 
positions—but also provides oppor-
tunities for clinicians to work in 
specialized areas, such as pediatrics, 
scoliosis, or upper-extremity care, 
for those orthotists or prosthetists 
seeking to specialize.

Ability P&O has “a very transparent 
management environment” and strives 
to equip clinicians with new skills by 
conducting both internal and external 
trainings on the latest technologies and 
clinical strategies. “Every other week, 
we do a brown bag lunch” featuring a 
training session, a vendor presentation, 
or another educational opportunity. 
Often, these sessions qualify partici-
pants for continuing education credits, 
says DeLawrence. Ability also sends 
some members of its clinical staff to 
regional and national O&P meetings. 
“We try to make sure everyone gets 
the opportunity to go” at some point 
within a two-year rotation.

More O&P Residents,  

Good News for Employers
While the O&P hiring climate can be challenging, the numbers of 
O&P residents is trending upward—meaning increasing numbers of 
individuals are completing master’s level education then seeking an 
O&P residency in their pursuit to become certified. Chris Robinson, 
MS, MBA, CPO, ATC, FAAOP(D), clinical resource director at the 
National Commission on Orthotic and Prosthetic Education, shares  
the following numbers of individuals completing O&P residencies  
over the past four years:

Looking to the future, this trend is supported by a record number 
of resident registrations in the 2018 calendar year—409, according to 
Robinson. These individuals will complete their residency in 2019 or 2020, 
depending on the program duration.

307 
RESIDENTS

2015 2016 2017 2018

336 
RESIDENTS

337 
RESIDENTS

382 
RESIDENTS
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ENJOY OUR NEW LOW PRICE ON PREMIERE COLLECTION

Creating career pathways at smaller 
facilities can be a challenge, but even 
companies with smaller staffs can offer 
training opportunities and aid clini-
cians in pursuing specialized skills.  

T
IP

Communicate Often 
With Underperforming 
Employees
Following a structured 

hiring process and ensuring a good 
company fit before hiring usually 
ensures a good match. But what 
happens when an employee stops 
meeting expectations? “This is always 
the most challenging part of the job,” 
says Mantegani. “Given the challenges 
of recruiting good practitioners, many 
times people feel they are held hostage 
by the underperforming employee. The 
key is to make sure you address perfor-
mance early and often. When people 
are not meeting expectations, you need 
to sit with them and understand why, 
then help develop a plan to be more 
successful. If an employee continues 
to underperform, then you have to sit 

down and do some verbal counseling 
and, unfortunately, utilize your HR 
team to begin a corrective action plan.”

When employees are not meeting 
expectations at Wright & Filippis, “we 
set up coaching plans and try to see if 
they are willing to make the changes 
necessary,” says Filippis. “When you 
get to the point where we have to let 
someone go, it shouldn’t be a surprise 
to anyone.”

Likewise, at Ability P&O, “we set 
a performance improvement plan” 
and work closely with the individual 
to provide additional training and 
mentorship as the company’s goal is 
to retrain them, explains DeLawrence. 
“I’m very transparent with staff,” she 
says. “We’ve been successful with this 
process, but sometimes, it’s just not a 
good fit—and in those rare occasions, 
the individual typically knows before 
we approach them.” 

Promoting the Profession
All of the strategies mentioned above 
can be useful in attracting clinicians 

to join a facility, and in keeping 
them there once they come aboard. 
Forward-thinking companies will 
use as many of the recruitment and 
retention tools as possible to identify 
strong candidates; encourage them to 
accept a position; and reward them 
with an attractive salary and benefits, 
continuing education, and opportuni-
ties for advancement. 

Going forward, it will be 
important to shine a spotlight on the 
role of the O&P clinician and attract 
more great minds to the profession, 
suggests DeLawrence. “It’s critically 
important that we educate more 
students on what we do,” she says. 
“People don’t know about O&P. … 
We need to get a message out to the 
high schools to let more people know 
about it. It’s a cool field.”  

Christine Umbrell is a contributing 
writer and editorial/production associate  
for O&P Almanac. Reach her at  
cumbrell@contentcommunicators.com.  




