
FEATURES

Veterinary Nursing Journal • VOL 34 • March 2019 • Page 69© 2019 British Veterinary Nursing Association (BVNA)

Leadership for frontline 
veterinary nurses: the 
theory
Helen Ballantyne  PG Dip BSc (Hons) RN RVN 

Cambridge University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, Addenbrookes  
Hospital, Hills Road, Cambridge CB2 0QQ, UK

ABSTRACT: Increasingly, leadership is being acknowledged as a shared 
responsibility across a professional team, rather than being reserved for those in a 
position of authority. There is support for team members becoming leaders within 
their own areas of expertise with the aim of supporting the broader leadership 
of an organisation. This approach can be a valuable opportunity for veterinary 
nurses to learn and practise leadership skills. This article addresses some of the 
theoretical concepts of leadership and aims to explain why learning and practising 
leadership behaviours at all levels of veterinary nursing can benefit the individual, 
the veterinary team and ultimately the veterinary nursing profession.
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Introduction
The word leadership is one that resonates 
throughout both professional settings and 
media headlines. Insufficient or bad 
leadership is often cited as the reason for 
poor performance throughout a range of 
situations. Most recently, headlines have 
blamed leadership for problems with the 
railway, banking and politics. Hartley and 
Benington (2010) describe how “better 
leadership” is seen as central to improving 
the quality of human-centred healthcare and 
the improvement of organisational processes 
within the National Health Service (NHS).

This article aims to explain the theory of 
shared leadership, where leadership is 
relevant to all members of an organisation, 
including “frontline staff”, those who do not 
hold a formal authority role within a team 
but who demonstrate excellence with their 
own scope of practice. These staff members 
may benefit individually from exploring 
leadership and leadership behaviours. 
Furthermore, incorporating leadership 
behaviours into their everyday practice 
could support their own organisation and 
potentially their profession as a whole.

In 2000, The NHS Plan (Department of 
Health, 2000) argued for more attention to 
be paid to leadership within human-cen-
tred care and this has been supported with 
more recent seminal reports into poorly 

performing hospitals that have offered an 
insight into the influence of leadership on 
patient outcomes. Specifically, the Francis 
(2013) report investigated compromised 
standards of care at Mid Staffordshire 
Foundation Trust and identified a link 
between poor leadership and suboptimal 
care. The Berwick (2013) Review into 
Patient Safety within the same year also 
identified the same links.

These reports, combined with an ongoing 
need to address patient safety, have resulted 
in leadership becoming a high priority 
within nursing in the NHS. The Francis 
(2013) report identified that successful 
human healthcare organisations had a cul-
ture of “thousands of leaders”, meaning that 
everyone at all levels displays the values of 
leadership through their behaviour at work. 
Whitby (2018) states that within healthcare 
it should be the responsibility of all staff, 
including nurses, to provide leadership, 
rather than viewing it exclusively as the role 
of those in senior positions. To support this 
concept of shared leadership, training is 
offered from undergraduate level through-
out all stages in of human-centred nursing.

Within the veterinary profession, leadership 
is a concept that is being discussed more and 
more. Evidence suggests poor leadership 
may affect patient outcomes and quality 
of care (Oxtoby et al., 2015). Furthermore, DOI: 10.1080/17415349.2018.1538737
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Pearson et al. (2018) describe that leader-
ship has previously been given little priority 
within the veterinary profession which has 
led to confusion and inadequate under-
standing of the concept. The Vet Futures 
report in 2015 (Vet Futures Board, 2015) 
identified leadership development as a key 
priority for the sustainable long-term future 
of the profession. In their strategic plan for 
2017–2019 the RCVS focuses on developing 
leadership within the veterinary professions. 
The RCVS leadership initiative describes 
three areas of work, supporting leadership 
for everyone, leading the profession and 
supporting future leaders (RCVS, 2017).

Supporting leadership for everyone reso-
nates with the concept of shared leadership 
being promoted within NHS nursing and 
is equally applicable within veterinary 
nursing. The recent VN Futures report (VN 
Futures Action Group, 2016) highlighted 
the need for leadership training within vet-
erinary nursing and one of the key actions 
of the report is to develop lifelong leader-
ship programmes so that staff members 
taking on leadership roles receive training 
and support. Historically many veterinary 
nurses in traditional leadership roles did 
not receive specific training, but rather 
evolved into these roles simply because 
they were the most experienced or were the 
only ones who expressed an interest.

It might be hypothesised that this emphasis 
on leadership is particularly relevant given 
the relatively immature nature of the veter-
inary nursing profession. Strong leadership 
behaviours, demonstrated at every level of 
experience and qualification, will promote 
the profession and support its growth and 
development. The introduction of leader-
ship education starting at student level, then 
ongoing throughout an individual’s veteri-
nary nursing career will support the develop-
ment of well-rounded veterinary nurses with 
the confidence and ability to take on senior 
roles. Such roles may be within their own 
clinical working environment as well other 
professional roles in industry, government, 
education or political representation with the 
British Veterinary Nursing Association and 
RCVS Veterinary Nurse Council.

The ongoing interest in leadership 
throughout the veterinary profession is 
represented within the education sector, 
with continuing professional develop-
ment events. Professional associations 
have started offering specific leadership 
programmes to incorporate the theoreti-
cal and practical principles of leadership. 
The RCVS have recently launched a pilot 
training programme, The Edward Jenner 
Veterinary Leadership Programme (Royal 

College of Veterinary Surgeons, 2018) 
which has been developed in conjunction 
with the NHS Leadership Academy to 
encourage the development of everyday 
leadership skills for the veterinary team.

Despite this ongoing attention and com-
mitment to improve leadership skills within 
the veterinary team, it can be difficult for 
frontline nursing staff to comprehend how 
the concept of leadership is relevant to them. 
The first step in appreciating the relevance 
of leadership across the veterinary nursing 
team is to understand its definition and 
address the difference between leadership 
and management. Secondly, it is important 
to understand why the veterinary profession 
needs robust leadership at all levels of the 
veterinary team. Lessons can be learnt from 
the NHS where transferable concepts high-
light the need for ongoing resources to be 
directed to leadership training. Finally, fur-
ther lessons can be learnt from the NHS as 
to why shared leadership, the distribution of 
leadership responsibilities across the team, 
at all levels of experience and qualification 
may be a highly effective way of working 
and can support personal development, 
positive local outcomes and development of 
the profession as a whole.

What is leadership?
There are many definitions of leadership, 
but, for the purposes of this article, leader-
ship can be described simply, as a process of 
influencing others to achieve a common 
goal. Using this definition, it is easy to see 
how all members of staff have a leadership 
role, albeit usually confined to their own 
area of expertise. Every time a member of 
staff supports a new team member with 
their learning, they are demonstrating 
leadership. Every time a team member 
makes a suggestion to improve a service, 
they are displaying a leadership behaviour.

Leadership behaviours can be described 
as those that facilitate a group of people 
working towards a common goal. Within 
the NHS, the Leadership Framework (NHS 
Leadership Academy, 2011) forms the 
foundation of leadership behaviours that 
all NHS staff should aspire to (Table 1). It 
is based on the concept that leadership is 
not restricted to those in formal leadership 
roles, but that there is a shared responsi-
bility for the success of an organisation. 
Using this model provides a framework for 
leadership within a veterinary team, with 
individuals able to identify key skills they 
might want to learn and practise.

Leadership opportunities within nursing 
may present themselves anywhere within 

the working practice day, during patient 
handovers, when teaching and sharing 
knowledge, in team meetings and when 
administering clinical care. Examples of 
positive leadership behaviours can be as 
simple as the fair allocation of breaks, or 
more significant such as responding to 
a crisis in a calm and organised manner, 
which supports effective clinical care in a 
time of high pressure.

Is leadership just another 
word for management?
The words leadership and management are 
often used interchangeably, but describe 
different concepts. Management strategies 
are created by team members who hold 
predefined roles and responsibilities, 
usually associated with a level of authority. 
They are usually tasked with operating and 
maintaining current systems, monitoring 
and controlling work streams and are 
concerned with the implementation of set 
practices through budgeting, planning and 
staffing decisions (Storey, 2004). Usually, 
such decisions involve the distribution of 
resources with a particular focus, without 
influencing people to actually use them. 
Typically, management is a short-term and 
single-focus approach (Hartley & 
Benington, 2010).

In contrast, leadership is transformative, 
the influencing of people to behave or work 
in a particular way, and is usually linked 
to a long-term focus through the pursuit 
of new visions and goals. The emphasis is 
usually on empowering individuals, rather 
than simply directing them. Leadership is 
broader than management as it tends to 
involve a wider range of people, as opposed 
to just those who are involved in a rela-
tionship based on authority (Hartley & 
Benington, 2010).

Why is there a need for 
robust leadership within 
healthcare?
There are a number of factors that support 
the NHS prioritising leadership as a key 
element of staff development. There are 
new, emerging disease profiles that require 
the acquisition and practise of new nursing 
skills, alongside new technology and 
research linked to existing health condi-
tions. There is a need for the adaption of 
acute-care models to chronic health 
promotion models. Patients have higher 
expectations and an associated increased 
healthcare intelligence and require more 
support and education. Each of these 
factors will result in changes to established 
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ways of working and therefore all require a 
level of leadership and demonstration of 
leadership behaviours to support long-term 
adaptation of traditional nursing roles.

These factors are equally applicable to vet-
erinary nursing. Emerging disease within 
the veterinary sector due to an increasing 
number of imported animals has led to 
the need for new knowledge and sharing 
of professional information across the 
sector. Health promotion nursing is needed 
within veterinary healthcare as animals 
are living longer with chronic disease and 
owners require ongoing support to keep 
their much-loved pets happy and healthy. 
Increased client expectations in line with 
clients knowing and understanding more 
about their own health is likely to mean the 
veterinary nursing profession is increas-
ingly at the front of owner education 
and support. Supporting the use of new 
technology and techniques in line with evi-
dence-based practice is an ongoing journey 
that is relatively new to veterinary nursing 
and therefore can be challenging.

Like human-centred nursing, each of 
these factors requires leaders and lead-
ership behaviours to tread the path for 
others to follow. In addition, the veteri-
nary profession is undergoing ongoing 
increasing corporatisation, which may 
offer leadership opportunities for vet-
erinary nurses as a practice transitions 
between independent management and 
group management.

Why is shared leadership 
supported in healthcare?
Shared leadership, the concept of distrib-
uting leadership roles and responsibilities 
across a team, rather than restricting them 
to those in a position of authority, has 
been embraced by the NHS for a number 
of reasons.

Primarily, it is the increasing complexity of 
healthcare, combined with rapidly evolv-
ing practices and processes that has led 
high-ranking organisational leaders to rely 

on experts within their specific areas to take 
on leadership roles. Significantly, problems 
that arise in healthcare are often described 
as wicked, meaning they are problems that 
are new, complex and involve a wide range 
and number of stakeholders who often have 
contradictory views. They are difficult to 
solve as they often have multiple, complex 
potential solutions.

The logical conclusion, therefore, is that 
no one person can solve these problems 
or lead such complex organisations alone. 
Sharing responsibility allows organisa-
tional managers to engage with relevant 
stakeholders, taking advantage of their 
specific skills and knowledge. No one 
person can keep up with each specialist 
area of healthcare or be an expert on 
every problem in healthcare and therefore 
gathering a robust leadership team around 
them can support decision-making on a 
broader organisational level. Again, this is 
equally applicable to veterinary nursing. A 
rapidly changing environment, both clini-
cally and non-clinically, combined with an 
increasingly complex patient group mean 
that single-person decisions are harder to 
both make and implement. Stakeholder 
consultation and engagement is crucial to 
make relevant leadership decisions that 
will be implemented effectively.

Why should veterinary 
nurses care about 
leadership?
Embracing leadership skills and 
behaviours is a prime opportunity for 
veterinary nurses to push themselves 
forward within the practice team, add to 
their portfolio of skills and potentially 
develop as role models to move the 
profession forward.

Leadership behaviours are not and should 
not be reserved for those in senior positions. 
In striving for effective clinical practice 
and a supportive working environment all 
nurses can demonstrate leadership through-
out their daily work. Furthermore, taking 
advantage of the current rise in leadership 

training and development can support 
those veterinary nurses who are keen to rise 
through the ranks and take on senior roles. 
By taking the initiative to learn and practise 
leadership behaviours early in their careers, 
such nurses can begin to hone their skills 
and learn from any mistakes, making the 
transition into senior roles much easier in 
the future.

The second part of this article will sug-
gest four practical leadership behaviours 
adapted from the NHS Leadership 
Qualities Framework (NHS Leadership 
Academy, 2011) that veterinary nurses 
could consider adopting as part of their 
ongoing role within practice. In embrac-
ing such behaviours, they can support 
their own personal development, support 
improved practice outcomes and poten-
tially contribute towards strengthening and 
growing the veterinary nursing profession.
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▲  Table 1.  The NHS leadership framework.
Demonstrating 

personal qualities Working with others Managing services Improving services Setting direction
Developing 

self-awareness
Developing networks Planning Ensuring patient 

safety
Identifying contexts 

for change
Managing yourself Building and maintaining 

relationships
Managing 

resources
Critically 

evaluating
Applying evidence 

and knowledge
Continuing personal 

development
Encouraging 

contribution
Managing people Encouraging 

improvement
Making decisions

Acting with integrity Working within teams Managing 
performance

Encouraging 
transformation

Evaluating impact

http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/berwick-review-into-patient-safety
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/berwick-review-into-patient-safety
http://www.leadershipacademy.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/NHSLeadership-Framework-LeadershipFramework-Summary.pdf
http://www.leadershipacademy.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/NHSLeadership-Framework-LeadershipFramework-Summary.pdf
http://www.leadershipacademy.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/NHSLeadership-Framework-LeadershipFramework-Summary.pdf
http://www.rcvs.org.uk/how-we-work/the-role-of-the-rcvs/strategic-plan
http://www.rcvs.org.uk/how-we-work/the-role-of-the-rcvs/strategic-plan
http://www.rcvs.org.uk/lifelong-learning/rcvs-leadership-initiative
http://www.rcvs.org.uk/lifelong-learning/rcvs-leadership-initiative
http://www.vetfutures.org.uk/resource/vet-futures-report
http://www.vetfutures.org.uk/resource/vn-futures-report-and-action-plan
http://www.vetfutures.org.uk/resource/vn-futures-report-and-action-plan
https://doi.org/10.7748/ns.2018

	Leadership for frontline veterinary nurses: the theory
	Introduction
	What is leadership?
	Is leadership just another word for management?
	Why is there a need for robust leadership within healthcare?
	Why is shared leadership supported in healthcare?
	Why should veterinary nurses care about leadership?
	Disclosure statement
	References


