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Implement a vision in practice.
Effectively manage their time.
Address and resolve inappropriate
staff behavior.
Recruit clinical talent effectively.

THE PROBLEM

Negative veterinary workplace culture
plays a significant role in the burnout and
recruitment crisis plaguing the profession.
Leadership and management are heavily
involved in the cultivation of workplace
culture, however, the leadership actions 
 that directly affect workplace culture
have not been properly identified or
shown to be effective in veterinary
practice setting. The purpose of this study
is to determine if good leadership
practices, commonly identified as
important factors in building workplace
culture, have a measurable impact on
culture in veterinary practices.

THE METHOD

A population of veterinary leaders
working in practice (n=94) were asked
questions on four leadership factors
identified as having a possible link to
veterinary practice culture. These factors
related to the leader's ability to:

1.
2.
3.

4.

Participants were then asked to score
their practice culture on a one to ten scale
in support of business objectives. 

The participants were then separated into
two different groups depending on their
answers to each question, and their
average cultural scores were compared to
establish if any of the four factors above
had an impact on the cultural score. 

RESULTS

All four factors had a positive impact on
the cultural score. A leader's ability to
address and resolve inappropriate staff
behavior had the single largest positive
effect on the practice culture of the four
factors studied. The highest average
cultural score was seen in the population
of veterinary leaders who had all four
factors in place. The lowest average
cultural score was seen in the population
of leaders who were unable to effectively
address any of the factors. 

CONCLUSION

Leadership and management play an
important role in building a positive
workplace culture. The four factors of
leadership and management that were
assessed, all positively affected workplace
culture. For veterinary practices looking to
improve their culture, addressing all of
these factors simultaneously is likely to
make a significant positive difference.
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Poor workplace culture is often touted as
a key cause for the recruitment and
burnout problem facing the profession. 

The veterinary industry is under a lot of
pressure, with vets leaving in droves. In
tandem with the rise in pet ownership,
higher workloads are putting increasing
pressure on employees. Research in the
human nursing profession has shown that
staff shortages and staff turnover are
associated with a perceived negative
working environment (Li et al., 2011)
(Adams, Hollingsworth and Osman, 2019)
with better working environments
characteristically having higher staffing
levels, resulting in better patient
outcomes (Hahtela et al., 2017). Despite
this, culture is a poorly researched subject
in the context of veterinary practice, so it
is important that we understand what
factors affect it if we are to improve.

Leadership plays an essential role in
workplace culture (Holmes, Schnurr, and
Marra, 2007). As of April 2021, vets are
listed as a shortage occupation by the UK
government (Skilled Worker visa:
shortage occupations, 2021). A census of
US veterinarians in 2019 also recognized
that shortages in the profession are likely
to be exacerbated by demographic
factors such as later graduations and
movements towards part-time work
(Burns, 2021). With this in mind,
establishing the currently theoretical

relationship between leadership and
workplace culture is essential if we are to
prevent further unnecessary shrinkage of
an already thinning workforce.

The purpose of this study by VetX
International was to investigate some of
the factors that are believed to be
important for good leadership and to
establish if a relationship exists between
these factors and workplace culture. The
focus of this analysis was to identify if a
leader's ability to implement a vision in
practice, manage their time effectively,
and address behavioral issues amongst
staff had a positive effect on the
workplace culture. It was also the
intention to establish a relationship
between workplace culture and the
businesses’ ability to attract and hire
clinical talent. However, it was not the
focus of this study to determine whether
the ability to hire clinical staff improves
workplace culture or if a good workplace
culture enables practices to hire more
effectively. 

The project took place across two virtual
conferences, SPVS VMG in the UK and
FetchDVM360 in the USA. They were
chosen as they have a high percentage of
attendees with a leadership role in
veterinary practice, are based in countries
with a well-documented shortage of
veterinarians (Burns, 2021)(Skilled Worker
visa: shortage occupations, 2021), and are
concerned about the rate of veterinary
burnout. 

INTRODUCTION
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As a method of collecting quantitative
data on practice culture, a survey was
designed to establish a basic scoring
system for workplace culture and to
separate leaders into those who: 1) have
implemented a vision in practice, 2) are
effective time managers and 3) are people
who deal with and prevent unhelpful staff
behavior.

To partake in the survey, participants were
asked to give permission for their data to
be used for research purposes and to self-
identify as having a leadership role. This
included roles such as; Practice Owner;
Clinical Director; Practice Manager; Lead
Veterinary Surgeon; Lead Veterinary
Nurse; Lead Veterinary Technician.

Each participant was asked the following
Yes/No questions:

1. Do you have a clearly defined,
documented, and articulated vision for
your practice? 
2. Is your time constantly swamped by
clinical or administrative work, so you
struggle to get time to work on leadership
priorities?
3. Are there toxic behavioral issues that
cause stress and damage morale going
unresolved in your practice right now?
4. Does the practice struggle to attract
and hire clinical talent?

Participants were then provided with a
sliding scale to rate their practice culture
in whole integers.

The culture within a workplace is a
difficult concept to define and cannot be
directly measured. So, to focus the
research, it was the perception of
workplace culture in support of business
objectives from the point of view of the
veterinary leader that was measured:

5. On a scale of 1-10, how well does your
practice culture support your business's
objectives?

The minimum score of 1 was identified as
a poor practice culture that does not
support business objectives and a
maximum score of 10 indicated an
excellent culture that fully supports
business objectives. The respondents of
the survey were then separated into two
populations for each of the four questions
depending on whether they answered yes
or no. The average cultural score for each
population was then calculated.

METHOD
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In total, 100 respondents completed the
survey, 6 were disqualified from the
research for having failed to complete the
survey or for having a role not suitable for
inclusion leaving a population of 94
available for analysis. As shown in Figure 1,
there were 15 Practice Owners, 8 Clinical
Directors, 34 Practice Managers, 3 Lead
Vets, 9 Lead Nurses/Technicians, and 25
with other leadership positions such as
vets with a leadership role, nursing line
managers, or area managers.

The average cultural score of this
population (n=94) was 7 out of 10 in
support of business objectives.

Of the 94 respondents, 44.7% (n=42) didn’t
have a clearly defined or documented
vision for their practice. 42.6% (n=40) said
that their time was constantly swamped
with clinical or administrative work. 40.4%
(n=38) identified their practice as having
toxic behavioral issues that were going
unresolved amongst staff. 58.5% (n=55)
reported that their practice struggled to
find/hire clinical talent.

This was then broken down further by job
titles for practice managers, clinical
directors, and practice owners. Due to the
small sample size, it was not appropriate
to assess any of the other job roles
individually. For the same reason, clinical
directors and practice owners were
grouped as they perform very similiar

roles in practice.

Of the 23 practice owners and clinical
directors who responded, 65.2% (n=15)
reported having a clearly defined and
documented vision in place for their
practice, 73.9% (n=17) said that they
struggled to find time for leadership
priorities and 39.1% (n=9) said that toxic
behaviors remained unresolved amongst
staff. 65.2% (n=15) also reported that their
practice struggled to attract and hire
clinical talent. This group had an average
cultural score of 7.2/10.

In total, 34 practice managers took part in
the survey. Of these, only 34.2% (n=13)
identified as having a clearly defined or
documented vision for their practice,
41.2% (n=14) reported having their time
swamped by clinical or administrative
work and 41.2% (n=14) had toxic behavioral
issues going unresolved. 50.0% (n=17)
additionally struggled to attract and hire
clinical talent. The average cultural score
for this group was 7.1/10. 

Analysis was also performed on the whole
population to establish if any of the four
factors identified in the first four questions
had an impact on the average cultural
score provided by the veterinary leader.

Having a clearly defined and documented

RESULTS
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vision for the practice had a positive effect
on the cultural score. The population of
leaders who had a vision in place (n=52)
on average scored their practice as 7.4/10
compared to 6.5/10 for those that did not
(n=42).

Leaders who identified themselves as
having time to work on leadership
priorities also had a cultural score of 7.4/10,
compared to 6.7/10 for those who did not. 

Toxic behavioral issues going unresolved
in practice (n=38) had the largest negative
effect on the cultural score of any single
population with an average of 6.2/10
compared to 7.5/10 for practices without
this behavior (n=56). 

Practices that struggle to hire clinical
talent also had a lower cultural score
given by their leaders, however, as
mentioned above, we cannot yet draw
any definitive conclusions as to why that
is. The average cultural score for this
group (n=55) was 6.7/10 compared to
7.5/10 for the population of practices that
do not struggle to attract and hire talent
(n=39). 

Smaller subgroups of the population were
formed to establish if there was any
cumulative effect of the four factors. For
the 13 leaders who responded to all 

questions positively (i.e, they have a vision
for their practice, have time to work on
leadership priorities, and don't struggle to
attract/hire clinical talent) the average
cultural score was 8.0/10. 

In comparison, the average cultural score
for the population of leaders who
responded negatively (n=12) was 5.3/10. 
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The results from this study provide
evidence of a previously theoretical
connection between leadership and
workplace culture in a veterinary practice
setting. The work goes some way to
quantifying the amount of influence each
of these factors has on workplace culture,
and through examining the different
groups,  we can establish how they
interact.

TIME MANAGEMENT 

When asked what their biggest challenge
was, the leaders in this study most
commonly referred to time-management.

With most practice owners and clinical
directors undertaking both clinical and
leadership work, the demands on their
time are high. It is unsurprising that 46.2%
of veterinary leaders and 73.9% of clinical
directors/practice owners identify as
finding the time to work on leadership
priorities problematic. It is to be expected
if time is not available to effectively lead
and manage the team that workplace
culture will suffer as a result, and it is easy
to understand from this work why so
many practices find cultivating a
supportive practice culture so difficult.
With the well-documented increase in pet
ownership (Josephs, 2021) coupled with a

shrinking veterinary workforce (Pearson,
2018), the time demands on leaders are
only set to rise. Our findings suggest that
veterinary practices should be
increasingly aware of the extra work they
take on if it is likely to cut into the time
available for leadership and management,
as the culture will suffer as a result. 

ESTABLISHING A PRACTICE VISION

Almost all modern teaching on leadership
and management discusses the
importance of having a shared vision.
Having a vision provides a sense of
commonality amongst team members,
helping them focus work and garner a
sense of purpose. It is somewhat
surprising, therefore, to find in the data
collected that 44.7% of veterinary leaders
either didn't have a vision or were
unaware of it. This study’s findings
suggest that implementing a vision in
practice has a positive impact on
workplace culture. It is worth noting that
there does appear to be a discrepancy
between practice owners and practice
managers regarding vision, with 60% of
practice owners believing they have a
vision in place, compared to only 38.2% of
practice managers. This may suggest an
inability of some owners to articulate their
vision effectively amongst staff. With
three-quarters of the veterinary industry  

DISCUSSION
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in the UK concerned about the levels of
stress and burnout in the profession
(Report of the Voice snapshot survey on
Covid-19: 6 months on from lockdown,
2021), all practices struggling with their
workplace culture are likely to benefit
from the implementation of a shared
vision. 

DEALING WITH STAFF BEHAVIOURAL
ISSUES

Few will be surprised that a leader's ability
to address behavioral issues amongst staff
influences workplace culture. Given 
 research in human medicine
demonstrates that training in conflict
resolution can improve both teamwork
and productivity (Overton and Lowry,
2013) it is easy to understand why
veterinary leaders who allow toxic
behavioral issues have poorer workplace
cultures. The phrasing of the question 'are
there toxic behavioral issues that cause
stress, and damage morale going
unresolved in your practice right now?'
was used to identify leaders who were
experiencing serious behavioral issues.
The fact that 40.2% of leaders identified
behavior in their practice as both toxic
and damaging to morale has huge
implications for the profession. This study
suggests that resolving behavioral issues
amongst staff is likely to result in the
biggest single improvement in workplace
culture. It must also be stated 

that it is unlikely that anyone would want
to work in a practice that has unresolved
behavioral issues going on between staff,
contributing heavily to the current
recruitment crisis. 

CULTURE AND RECRUITMENT

It is clear from this research that a
practices’ culture is linked with its ability
to recruit clinical talent; however,
establishing what that relationship means
is difficult. Understanding if a practice's
ability to hire talent is improved by having
a healthy workplace culture or if having a
high-scoring workplace culture is a result
of practices being able to hire effectively
has not been established in this study.

However, it is likely a that a 'horns' or 'halo'
style relationship exists between the two.
Veterinary clinics that are short-staffed
and unable to replace these staff
adequately are likely to have a pressurized
team with higher levels of stress,
negatively affecting workplace culture as
a result. A more negative working
environment is also likely to discourage
potential candidates from applying to or
accepting job roles in these practices. The
reverse relationship is likely also to be true
in a virtuous way. This is an interesting
area for further research and one the
authors hope to undertake in the future.
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CUMULATIVE EFFECT

Lastly, from this project we can gather an
understanding of how these four factors
affect workplace culture collectively.
Although employee behavior had the
largest negative impact on workplace
culture, (lack of vision -1.1, lack of time -0.7,
toxic staff behavior -1.3, inability to hire
-0.8) no one factor overly dominated in its
negative impact.

What is interesting from this research is
that there appears to be a cumulative
effect of these factors together. With the
average cultural scores of the 12 practices
who responded negatively to each
question as low as 5.3/10, and the average
of the 13 practices coming out as high as
8.0/10, it is clear that these factors interact. 

The implications of this are clear. For
practices looking to make dramatic
changes in their culture, it will be
important to address all four of these
factors in their leadership. Failing to do so
is likely to result in a poor outcome. 

LIMITATIONS

It is important to outline limitations and
biases within this study before any formal
conclusion are made. Workplace culture is
a broad concept that can be very difficult
to define and therefore the 

measure by which we score culture will be
imperfect.

Asking for only one measurement of the
culture score is an obvious limitation, as is
collecting scores of exclusively from
leaders. The sample size (94) from this
study is small, and care has been taken to
only include groups with a large enough
population to make them suitable for
analysis. The style of the questioning also
limits the extent to which conclusions can
be drawn, as only yes or no options were
available. Workplace culture is dependant
on numerous factors, so there will
inevitably be other important areas of
leadership that were not assessed in this
study. It is entirely possible that leaders
who have focused on training in
leadership could be inherently biased. It is
also possible, given the nature of the
events, that by using conferences such as
SPVS-VMG and FetchDVM360 we have
collected information from leaders who
are more likely to have worked on their
practice culture, not gathering an
accurate representation of the population.

The data was also collected at the events
through a competition, which had prize
incentives for participation. Some data
entrants may have exaggerated their
leadership role for entry into the
competition. These biases, however, are
minor and the authors believe that they
are unlikely to effect the study
significantly. 
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This project resulted in the identification
of four factors that directly affect
workplace culture. A veterinary leader's
ability to implement a vision in practice,
manage their time effectively, adequately
address behavioral issues amongst
employees and hire clinical talent, all have
a role in establishing a workplace culture
that supports business objectives. 

This research suggests that addressing
poor staff behavior will have the single
largest impact on practice culture of any
of these four factors; however, the effect
of these factors are cumulative, and the
biggest improvement in culture is likely to
come when all four are addressed
together. 

It is not yet clear if successful recruitment
is a product of or a contributing factor to
workplace culture and more research is
needed in this area. 
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