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It used to be, “practice quality medicine and they will come”, but we now understand that clients 

also want a healthy and trusting relationship with the entire veterinary team. Today, in order to 

realize peak performance from the veterinary team, managers and owners must demonstrate 

effective leadership that will facilitate team buy-in to achieve the goals and vision of the practice.  

DOES LEADERSHIP REALLY MATTER? 

In the veterinary profession, it has become clear that overall practice health will not be the result 

of just providing quality medical services. It takes a unified team lead by a positive and effective 

leader to maximize: 1) the client/patient experience, 2) the practice team’s quality of life, and 3) 

overall practice health.  

There is no law that requires a practice to demonstrate Servant Leadership or high Emotional 

Intelligence. Effective leadership and improved communication does not guarantee improved 

processes. There are however, increased opportunities to realize improved processes and 

relationships as leadership and communication improves.  

ARE LEADERS BORN OR MADE? 

This question has been discussed since the beginning of leadership studies, which can be 

traced back to the days of Aristotle. Still, today not everybody agrees with one way or the other. 

When one says, “She is a natural born leader” we may associate the leadership to a certain 

trait.  When we look at leadership as a process, instead of an inherent trait, everyone has an 

opportunity to develop leadership skills as the process approach focuses on behavior instead of 

trait. 

Leadership is a combination of art and science. In order to improve our leadership, we not only 

need to read and learn to increase our awareness, we also need to practice and reflect on what 

leadership means to us, what kind of leader do we want to be, and what kind of results do we 

hope to achieve.  

MANAGEMENT VERSUS LEADERSHIP 

Both management and leadership are necessary in a veterinary practice. Management typically 

includes operational tasks such as planning, staffing, organizing, directing, and controlling 

where leadership typically includes a longer range vision.  

Although a manager may have tactical responsibilities, it is critical that they are able to 

effectively communicate with team members as well as all agents in order to realize the best 

results. Many veterinary practices cannot afford to have a leader who strictly develops visions 

all day, but owners play an important role in how they lead their team by establishing and 

communicating the practice vision.  

SELF-ASSESSMENT 1: WHAT IS YOUR DEFINITION OF LEADERSHIP? 

To help evaluate what sort of leadership style we practice, we can look at a variety of leadership 

models that were developed by experts in the field of leadership studies.  



LEADERSHIP MODELS 

Theories X and Y 

Douglas McGregor developed the Theory X and Theory Y workplace studies. He contrasted two 

views, Theory X and Theory Y. 

Theory X leaders believe that employees need to be micro-managed and directed in every step 

of their job. They assume employees dislike their jobs and believe employees see their 

responsibilities as a job and nothing more. 

Theory Y leaders believe that employees actually want to be part of the process and will help 

the organization achieve its goals. They believe employees see their role in the organization as 

meaningful and will seek out responsibilities.  

Although this model was developed many years ago, both theories are practiced by current day 

leaders. Some leaders believe followers need to be micro-managed while other leaders believe 

they will realize better performance and buy-in from followers if they invite them to be part of the 

process.  

The Full Range Model 

Bass and Avolio’s Full Range Model of Leadership (FRM) is an attempt to identify leadership 

behavior based on a full range of leadership behavior facets. The FRM consists of three main 

leadership categories: Transformational, Transactional, and Passive. These main categories of 

leadership can be broken down even further into behavior facets.  

Transformational Leadership is often associated with the Four I’s:  

Idealized Influence: This is a behavior facet of leadership that describes exemplary leadership. 

Followers want to emulate the leader and go above and beyond expectations.  

Inspirational Motivation: This is a behavior facet of leadership that describes a leader that 

encourages the follower to commit and be a part of their vision.  

Intellectual Stimulation: This is a behavior facet of leadership that describes a leader who 

encourages challenging the process through innovative and creative thinking. 

Individualized Consideration: This is a behavior facet of leadership that describes a leader who 

leads by coaching.  

Transactional Leadership is often associated with a reward system and includes: 

Contingent Reward: This is a behavior facet of leadership  that describes a leader who requires 

a task of a follower and in exchange the follower will receive something in return. This is not 

always negative, but the leader/follower relationship is based on transaction. 

Management by exception-active: This is a behavior facet of a leadership that describes a 

leader who is quick to judge and criticize. They demonstrate many of the same traits as Theory 

X. 



Passive Leadership is often associated with a less proactive leadership behavior and this 

includes: 

Management by exception-passive: This is a behavior facet of leadership that describes a 

leader who acts only when they have to. 

Laissez-Faire is often associated with the absence of leadership. 

The FRM covers the span of leadership behavior from exemplary leadership where the 

followers want to emulate the leader to the absolute absence of leadership where followers are 

left to lead themselves.  

SITUATIONAL LEADERSHIP 

Hersey and Blanchard’s Situational Leadership Model II, assesses the leadership behavior as 

well as the development of the team member. In this leadership model, the leader can tailor 

their approach to the follower or team member based on the commitment level and competency 

of the team member. In other words, the leader would demonstrate a different leadership 

approach when dealing with a long-term, highly motivated team member than how they would 

lead a newly hired team member. This model attempts to maximize team performance by 

adjusting the leadership behavior based on the development of the team member.  

In reviewing the theories and models, where do you believe you fall concerning your relationship 

with your practice team members? Can you see how team performance may be impacted 

contingent upon the leader’s behavior? What kind of performance do you think a leader who 

consistently demonstrates a micro-managing behavior can expect from their practice team? 

What kind of team performance might a leader realize upon demonstrating a transformational 

behavior, specifically idealized influence? 

SELF-ASSESSMENT 2: WHAT KIND OF LEADER ARE YOU? 

LEADERSHIP TOOLS 

Where Are You and Where Are You Going? 

We have discussed many aspects of leadership, but what is as important is to be clear about 

your vision; where are you now, where are you going, how will you get there, who will help you, 

why should they help you, when do you know your goals have been realized, and then what 

next?  

One of the first steps to begin developing leadership skills is self-reflection. This is not as easy 

as it seems and actually to many it is very challenging. It is a process that helps identify 

strengths as well as areas to develop. There are assessment tools to help with this process as 

well as 360 assessments that provide insight from people in our lives.  

Communication Skills 

Developing our leadership skills goes hand and hand with developing our communication skills. 

In a veterinary practice, we communicate all day long with other team members, clients, 

patients, and vendors.  If a leader cannot communicate the vision, how can the team help make 



the vision a reality? It’s nearly impossible for a team to effectively find their course when they 

have no leader or have a leader that doesn’t effectively deliver the message.  

There are many learning opportunities that will help develop communication skills. This is 

another area where development requires practice. Even if the information comes from a great 

communication book or online course, the concepts and suggestions need to be practiced with 

others. 

Resonance and Dissonance:  Renewal Is Key 

Although it is difficult for many of us to just stop and breathe, it is critical for our health and 

relationships to take care of ourselves by taking time to step away and renew. Leaders give and 

give and it’s critical to remember that our return is not just about the goals we achieve, but also 

to plan and take time for ourselves. We become healthier people and better leaders as a result.  

SELF-ASSESSMENT 3: WHAT KIND OF LEADER DO YOU WANT TO BE? 

LEADERSHIP IS A LIFE JOURNEY 

No matter who you are, if you are in a leadership position there is a responsibility to lead your 

team as effectively as possible. It does take work, patience, and time, but the long-term results 

of developing effective leadership skills make the effort well worth it.  




