A RECIPE FOR TRUST

them with a 50-page policy manual of rules and
consequences. Instead, co-create your shared
values and the behaviours that support those
values. Set expectations and then hold them
accountable. Believe in your people as well as
their desire and ability to do the right thing.

BY ELAINE KLEMMENSEN, DVM, CEC

“CO-CREATE YOUR SHARED VALUES
AND THE BEHAVIOURS THAT
SUPPORT THOSE VALUES.”

SAY NO TO BLAME
Give people the grace to make mistakes and
the opportunity to learn from them. Finger
pointing is unproductive, lowers morale, and

I

recently came across this recipe for a toxic team culture.
Like many of you, I too have experienced working in a toxic
practice environment. In the first instance I internalized the
blame, shame, and negativity and almost left the veterinary
profession. In the second, despite being a seasoned leader, I found
myself struggling to maintain my balance and objectivity, and to
show up aligned with my values. In both cases, leaders attempted
to control the team using a variety of fear-based tactics from blame,
shame, and judgment to emotional manipulation, favouritism, and
exclusion. Feelings of trust and safety on the team were low; people
became suspicious and guarded, and both patient and client care
suffered. Looking back, the effects of low trust and high fear on team
dynamics should not
come as a surprise.
Still, I am shocked at
how quickly I became
disconnected and
disengaged despite
my experience and
passion for this
profession. Trust and
psychological safety
are the foundation
upon which we need
to build our culture if
we truly want to create
healthier hospitals in
veterinary medicine.
In The Speed of
Trust, author Stephen
Covey stated, “Trust
means confidence. The
opposite of trust—distrust—is suspicion. When you trust people, you
have confidence in them—in their integrity and in their abilities.
When you distrust people, you are suspicious of them—of their
integrity, their agenda, their capabilities, or their track record.” We
hold back information when we are suspicious of someone, and
we avoid connecting with those we don’t trust. From a business
perspective, low levels of trust and high levels of fear result in
poor communication, decreased accountability, and low employee
engagement. This translates into decreased customer service,
negative patient outcomes, bad reviews, and reduced profit. From a
people perspective, it translates into high tension between teams,
problem employees, increased burnout, and high turnover.

“I INTERNALIZED
THE BLAME, SHAME,
AND NEGATIVITY
AND ALMOST LEFT
THE VETERINARY
PROFESSION.”

20

WCV

Trust is the foundation upon which
psychological safety is built and the cornerstone
of a healthy culture. It is perhaps the most
important form of capital for today’s leader. The
culture of your hospital has the potential to set
you apart in today’s competitive market. An
amazing culture will not only help you attract the
brightest minds in veterinary medicine, but also
protect those bright minds from early burnout and
ensure a strong future for our profession.
Building trust requires a new recipe: high trust
+ low fear = amazing culture. It also demands that
we approach leadership from a new perspective.
Leadership isn’t about you, your charisma, your
strategy, or your talents. It is about your ability to
inspire and empower others to develop to their
full potential and embrace a shared vision that
you work together to achieve. I’ve included a
few key ingredients for your consideration. The
specific ingredients you add will make your recipe
unique.

quickly undermines trust. You can teach your
team to approach mistakes in a productive way
by reframing them as a team problem not an
individual one. Explore the following questions
together:
• What happened?

In order to engender trust, leaders must model
the values and behaviours they want their team
to adopt. If you want your team to be vulnerable
and engage in difficult conversations, you must
be willing to model this style of communication.
Listen actively to what others say, respond with
interest, and build on their ideas with respectful
feedback. Actions speak louder than words.
Curious and inclusive leaders teach their teams
that they do not need to agree on everything.
Rather, they need to respect different opinions
and see the value this brings to a team. Creating
space for divergent views results in a more
comprehensive analysis of any situation and
leads to creative problem solving. Here are a few
phrases leaders can use to model the way:
• I’m curious about that; tell me more
• What are your thoughts on this?
• What’s the biggest challenge in this, for you?
• What do you need from me?

THIN RULE BOOK = THICK CULTURE
Your employees are qualified, capable, creative
people, not naughty children. Don’t demean

REVISIT YOUR PURPOSE

• How can we prevent this from happening in the

Your team needs to be reminded of what draws us all to this work and why
it matters. This is perhaps more important now than ever. When people
are tired and frustrated, it is easy for them to lose sight of the big picture.
Finding meaning and connection to something bigger than ourselves has
a protective benefit from the dangers of burnout and compassion fatigue.
Amy Edmondson, the guru of psychological safety, says in her book The
Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological Safety in the Workplace, “Leaders
who remind people of why what they do matters—for customers, for the
world—help create the energy that carries them through challenging
moments.” This profession makes a difference in the lives of our clients,
our patients, and our communities. Don’t let your team lose sight of this.
Building trust is an ongoing and ever-evolving journey. It is a constant
process of small, intentional moments that accumulate over time. Each
of us has the opportunity to influence our employees, colleagues, and
coworkers by the way we carry ourselves, the way we communicate, and
the way we lead—making a difference in not only our world but also in
the world of those around us. It’s time to ensure our recipe for an amazing
hospital culture includes the key ingredients that maximize trust.

future?

CONNECT ON A PERSONAL LEVEL
A wise mentor once told me “People don’t care
how much you know until they know how
much you care.” Leaders need to be on the floor
building relationships through shared experience.
If leadership is a process of social influence
to achieve a common goal, you cannot exert
influence from behind an office door. Trust is
built when someone sees that you recognize their
contribution and truly value them as a person,
not just an employee. We need to create genuine

WALK THE TALK

define boundaries, and be willing to respond to blatant disregard for rules
in a way that is fair and consistent. This reinforces the values the practice
holds dear. Your team will not only recognize the difference between
a mistake and violation of rules, but they will also appreciate that you
are serious about your values and creating a safe, healthy, and inclusive
culture.

• What can we do as a team to fix this?

• What did we learn today?

connections that make our practices human
centered rather than profit centered. Your people
are your biggest asset, so be sure they know how
much you appreciate them.

LEARN THE ART OF BEING VULNERABLE
Vulnerability is not oversharing but rather, being
human. Leaders who are willing to admit they are
fallible, get messy, make mistakes, own them, and
make amends give their team members permission
to do the same. Here are a few powerful phrases that
leaders can use that can help make the workplace
feel a little safer for your team:
• I don’t know
• I need help
• I made a mistake
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Low Trust + High Fear = Toxic Culture

• I’m sorry

HOLD PEOPLE ACCOUNTABLE
Organizations with high levels of trust believe it is
okay to make mistakes as long as you are willing to
learn from the consequences. This does not mean
that behaviours or shortcuts that put patients,
coworkers, or the practice at risk should be tolerated.
Leaders need to communicate clear expectations,
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