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Those of us in veterinary medicine work in a 
phenomenal field. Veterinary team members play 
many roles and are often rewarded for a job well 
done; for example, as patient advocates, they 
educate clients about the best care for their pet, 
and when clients accept their recommendations, 
they know they have done a great job. Each role 
requires nontechnical skills (eg, good communi-
cation and listening skills), yet most team mem-
bers focus on their technical skills (eg, placing 
catheters, interpreting laboratory results, taking 
radiographs), which are easier to learn and to 
measure. (See Benchmarks.)

PEER REVIEWED
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PEER REVIEWED

!  51% of team training/CE in well-managed 
practices is focused on building technical skills 
and knowledge. 

SOURCE: Benchmarks 2017: A Study of Well-Managed Practices. 
Columbus, OH: WMPB; 2017:51.

Technical versus  
Nontechnical

 BENCHMARKS 

Nontechnical skills take time to develop and require 
continual improvement, but they are essential skills 
for a team member who wants to be better than 
average. So, regardless of each team member's 
practice role, he or she should look for opportuni-
ties to acquire the following skills and increase value 
as a team member. Note that the focus should not 
only be on these nontechnical skills, but also on 
building credibility with fellow team members and 
clients that will result in greater client compliance 
and improved patient care.1

Mission, Vision, & Values
Live and breathe the practice’s mission, vision, and 
core values (MVVs) that help the practice achieve its 
goals. Every decision a team member makes for clients 
and patients should uphold the MVVs.

Client Service 
Veterinary medicine is a service-oriented industry 
and every client must be satisfied with every team 
member’s performance every time. Team members 
who can positively communicate with and educate 
clients drive client satisfaction. Always address 
client conflicts immediately by stopping and 
listening to their concern. Put yourself in the 
client’s shoes so you can better understand the  
event that caused the conflict. 
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Communication
Communication is key to ensure client understanding 
and enhance team member relationships. A message 
has 3 parts that affect how successfully it is received2:

38%
tone of voice and 
enunciation used 

to speak the 
message

nonverbal body 
language that 

sends the message

55%

words chosen to 
deliver the 
message

7%

Are your words professional? Is your voice warm and 
welcoming or cold and condescending? Is your 
appearance professional or frumpy? Are you a 
glass-half-empty or glass-half-full person? Check the 
practice security cameras to see the impression you 
make. If the practice does not use a security camera, 
use a mobile camera (eg, GoPro, smartphone). 

Motivation
Are you motivated to learn new concepts and apply 
them to the practice? Think hard before answering. 
Team members often say they are motivated, but 
when new practice systems are implemented, the most 
common response is, We have done it this way for years. 
Why do we have to change?  

It is not the practice’s role to push team members to 
improve. Take the first step yourself; for example, 
consider taking your career to the next level and 
become credentialed or specialized. Become a lifelong 
learner and enhance your value to the practice.
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Personality
A team member who acts professionally, speaks with  
a positive tone of voice, carries him- or herself with 
confidence, and is willing to take extra time to educate 
other team members and clients is exhibiting a 
positive influential personality. However, personality 
also can have negative outcomes that affect team 
culture. Focus on being a positive influence, which 
will be contagious and lead to a positive team culture. 

Work Ethic
A strong work ethic is based on hard work and 
diligence and includes being reliable and account-
able, showing initiative, and pursuing new skills. A 
team member with a strong work ethic has motiva-
tion, passion, and ambition. A mediocre work ethic 
is never acceptable.

Resilience
Resilience means adapting positively to adversity, 
trauma, tragedy, threats, or significant stresses, and 
bouncing back from those difficult experiences.3 
Consider your response to adversity at work, includ-
ing constructive coaching and difficult clients. Does 
your nonverbal communication suggest you are angry, 
in a bad mood, or offended? A resilient team member 
accepts adversity, builds a positive response, and 
implements change. Resilience builds confidence and 
improves communication and problem-solving skills.

Respect
Respect does not mean sharing gossip—respect 
means being the team member who stops the gossip. 
Only talk positively about other team members and 
never talk about clients to other clients. A team 
member who gossips is a toxic individual who creates 
a toxic workplace. 

Listening Skills
How well someone listens often dictates the outcome 
of the message. Team members often finish others’ 
sentences, anticipate the next question, or have 
preconceived ideas about the topic of conversation, 

resulting in misunderstandings, assumptions, and, 
sometimes, intense conflict. Good listeners pay full 
attention to whomever is speaking, make eye contact, 
and ignore preconceived thoughts and opinions. 
Watching for the speaker’s nonverbal cues is as 
important as listening to the words being spoken. 

Conclusion
Most veterinary professionals love making life better 
for their clients and patients. Going beyond the 
technical skills and acquiring these nontechnical 
skills will enhance not only team member relation-
ships and client and patient care but also a team 
member’s value to the practice as a whole. n
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 TAKE ACTI N

1  Take every opportunity to increase your 
value as a team member by learning 
nontechnical skills rather than focusing  
on technical skills only. 

2   Act with positivity, which is contagious 
and has the greatest effect on team 
member and client relationships and the 
general practice culture. 


