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Monitoring  Employer Satisfaction

The satisfaction of both employees and employers should be monitored as an ongoing responsibility of the job coach.  Satisfaction of the individual with a disability with his/her job and with support services received from the agency should be assessed periodically.  Satisfaction of an individual’s family and/or residential service provider may also be important.  Satisfaction of the employer with the employee and with the services of the agency should also be assessed on a regular basis.

The job coach needs to develop a regular system for contacts with the employer, consumer, family, residence, and other significant parties to monitor the ongoing stability of the job. Contacts can be through:

· Work site visits

· Telephone contacts

· Formal review meetings

· Meetings outside of the workplace

Job coaches should insure that workers, employers, families, etc., know whom to contact if they have a question or need information or intervention.  Dissatisfaction by the worker, employer, or others mentioned above should lead to a reassessment of the job or of the services provided.

Maintaining Satisfactory Employer Relationships

One of the key roles of the job coach is to maintain a positive relationship with employers. 

In working with employers, the job coach should keep in mind the following:

· The primary relationship is between the employer and the employee with a disability

· The job coach’s relationship with the employer is secondary and should be supportive of the primary employer and employee relationship

· The ultimate goal of the job coach’s role is not to meet employer needs but to meet the needs of the individual with a disability.  Meeting employer needs is only a means to this end.

It is important for the job coach to avoid the initial instinct to “solve the situation” or make everything right.  While that may “solve the problem” for the moment, over the long-term it could create major misunderstandings concerning the role of the job coach and the agency, creating major barriers to full acceptance and inclusion of the person with a disability into the workplace. 

Keeping these basic philosophies and values in mind, job coaches need to practice good customer skills.  Here are some basic guidelines:

1. Practice the basics of good social skills.  “Please”, “thank you”, saying hello, and other common courtesies, go a long way. 

2. Whether you agree or disagree with the employer, show respect and courtesy in all interactions.  

3. Never blame or “put down” the employee with a disability.  Even in a situation where the supported employee has done something wrong, talk about the individual in as positive a way as possible (i.e., “I guess he misunderstood the instructions” instead of “He has no idea what he is doing”).

4. Do not assume you know what the employer wants.  Ask!  Employers’ standards and needs vary widely.  Also, always ask permission if you feel in any way that what you are doing is out of the ordinary (e.g., posting something on a way, taking pictures, etc.).

5. Be easy to find.  One of the most frustrating things for an employer can be one when they have a situation they would like to discuss with the job coach, or the agency, and they can’t reach anyone.  The end result can be a minor situation becoming a major one.  Employers should have easy access to the job coach and agency, particularly in this age of beepers, cell phones, and voice mail.  If an employer has to leave a phone message, it should always be returned within a day.

6. Handle complaints and concerns quickly.  No employer expects everything to go perfectly when they hire anyone, including a person with a disability.  However, when complaints and concerns arise, it is important to listen to what the employer has to say, and respond in a quick and effective manner.

7. Offer assistance, not information.  Do not respond to a situation by simply explaining why something is occurring, (e.g., “Jennifer is acting this way because she sometimes has issues with authority figures.).   Instead, offer ideas and solutions (e.g., “Why don’t I come in and look over the situation, and then we can sit down and come up with some solutions.).

8. Assume responsibility for mistakes.  If things do not go quite as planned, do not try to place the blame on others.  Apologize to the employer, and take steps to ensure that similar situations do not occur again in the future.

9. Keep things simple.  Do not burden the employer with lots of information, or forms to fill out.  

10. Remember the employer has a business to run, with lots of other things to take care of, besides working with your agency.  

11. Stay informed about company issues.  Keep an eye out for information about the employer, through the news media, the “grapevine”, and even the company’s web site.  This will allow you to “walk the walk, and talk the talk” when dealing with the employer, helping to build the respect and relationship between your agency and the employer.  It will also allow you to be pro-active in dealing with any issues that might impact the worker with a disability (e.g., company layoffs, new lines of business, etc.).

12. Remember you are an outsider.  Remember that you do not work for the company, the person with a disability does.  You should not act like an employee of the company, and you should be very careful in what you say and do during your interactions with employer personnel.  Also, be extremely respectful of company space, equipment, etc.

13. Add the personal touch.  Getting to know the supervisor and co-workers as people (while still maintaining a professional relationship) can help in adding the personal touch.  Examples include asking about an individual’s recent vacation, sending a card to congratulate on a new baby, and extending other similar courtesies can certainly help in building relationships.

14. Recognize and reward.  Show the employer that you appreciate what they do, particularly in challenging situations, or when problems have occurred and been resolved.  Verbal thank you’s, thank you notes, and letters to people’s supervisors for going out of their way to support a person  are just some of the ways to provide recognition to employers.

In dealing with situations with employers, consider the following:

· Is this a situation that requires intervention by the job coach or agency, or is it something the employer should handle?

· How can the situation be handled that will maximize the involvement of the employer and employee with a disability in resolving the situation, and minimize the involvement of the job coach and agency?

· How serious is the situation?  Is it a minor misunderstanding or could the worker with a disability lose his/her job, if it is not resolved?

· Is this an isolated incident or part of a long pattern?

· What has the employer done to resolve the situation before contacting the job coach?

A key to customer service with employers is keeping the communication lines open with consistent contact in order to develop an awareness of the situation early enough and to also create a level of comfort among those involved. This goes well beyond saying "call me if there's a problem." It is the job coach’s responsibility to reach out to employers and create opportunities for them to discuss “how things are going”.  It is important though, not to be “a pest” or to create the impression that you are available to resolve every situation that comes up.  Job coaches need to “read” each situation and determine what level of contact is necessary to keep the communication lines open in a way that does not become cumbersome to the employer or negatively impact the use of natural supports.

Beyond having good manners and social skills, good customer service ultimately means having a sense of priorities. For example, when working on a report that is due the next day, and an employer calls because the employee is experiencing performance problems, good customer service means making the employer feel glad he/she called. It means not indicating in any way that the call is an inconvenience. When an employer calls at a bad time, it might be tempting to mention the other demands of the situation, but instead the job coach must make sure that what is communicated is that the employer’s call is welcome. If the job coach cannot respond at that time, he/she must offer to get back in touch later that day or find someone else who can help right away. Good customer service also means listening and responding to the employer's concerns while advocating for the employee. Depending on the nature of the situation, this may include going over to the job site that day (bear in mind though that the presence of a job coach on the job site is not always necessary or desirable for every problem that occurs). While being responsive to the concerns of the employer in such a situation, again remember that the real customer is the person with a disability. It is crucial to be cautious of automatic total agreement and acquiescence to whatever the employer is saying. 

While it is the job coach’s role to be an advocate for the person with a disability, it is also important to recognize that there will be situations where an employer has done everything he/she can to support a person with a disability and resolve a situation, and yet the performance of the person with a disability is still inadequate or unacceptable.  In such situations, where it is clear that all avenues have been exhausted, and continued advocacy by the job coach will only negatively impact the relationship with the employer, the job coach should help the employer and person with a disability to resolve the situation (such as encouraging the person with a disability to resign).  Such steps should not be taken lightly, and only in extreme cases.
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