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Abstract — The veterinary profession in Germany is undergoing a
fundamental change. While the number of small practices is decreas-
ing, the number of larger group, partnership or corporate practices is
increasing. This makes competition among veterinarians even greater.
But not only the market itself is changing. The humanization of pets,
digitalization, and management and marketing practices/services are
important factors that must be taken into account when preparing the
practice for the future. The problem that arises from this is the lack of
skills among graduates and veterinarians in management and busi-
ness. While corporate culture models are a foundation for large com-
panies, the veterinary profession, especially on a small scale, lacks
these fundamental structural elements.

Keywords — Management, Human Ressources, Veterinary Medi-
cine, Healthcare Management, Veterinary Economics, Corporate Cul-
ture, Organizational Behaviour

1 Organizational Culture — What It Is About

There is no company without a corporate culture. Many are unfamiliar with
the term corporate culture. It is an essential tool for the management of a
company, and closely anchors the culture with the leadership and, above all,
the "style" of leadership in the company. By definition, there are many differ-
ent ways to describe a corporate culture, but none that stands out clearly
from others. Corporate culture is often described as organizational culture.
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The corporate culture has a significant impact on the performance of a
company and the implementation of innovations of a company.
(Macapagal, 2020) Research has shown that the corporate culture is
the foundation for success in implementing strategies and plans for
the company. Even if the working atmosphere is innovative and
supportive, there are still major differences in team performance.
(Bower, 2009) From this, one can in part already conclude the crucial
importance of a company's culture. The bottom line is that corporate
culture, like any other culture, manifests itself primarily in the way
people act, think, perceive, evaluate, feel and the way they are
"communicated". Therefore it is omnipresent in all situations and
events in the company. It results from the norms, values, customs,
rules, attitudes and beliefs of the people in a company. What most
people are more familiar with, however, are parts that make up a
corporate culture. Thus, corporate identity, corporate communications
and corporate behaviour can also be counted among the generic
terms of corporate culture. (Blattner and Matzner, 2010; Clarke and
Chapman, 2012) The most important factors that are described with
organizational cultures are: psychological security, reliability, structure
and clarity, meaning and impact of work. (Cooper, 2000) Whether a
company itself is the culture or has a culture is also a matter of
constant debate among experts. It is essential whether the corporate
culture is consciously lived openly or subconsciously anchored in
each employee, since each employee has his or her own view of the
corporate culture. There are currently no studies on corporate cultures
in veterinary practices in the German language literature. In the
German language literature these topics are only partially
represented, only in the English language there are isolated articles
on the topic.

Analyzing And Shaping The Culture

When it comes to the question of shaping and changing corporate culture,
there are various approaches that can be taken. However, the process of
shaping and changing is not a process that can be achieved by immediate
change. The process is complex and difficult to control, as it interferes with
the basic attitudes and perceptions of all employees in the company. Every
employee must first be convinced "himself" before a change can be imple-
mented. Therefore, an analysis of the "actual situation" should be carried out
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first. After all, as in our profession, the diagnosis, i.e. the actual situation,
must be determined before therapy can begin. The analysis and implemen-
tation of the cultural change is only the first step. Extremely important is the
maintenance and constant adaptation of the team / company to the dynamic
changes in the practice.

For the analysis of the corporate culture, the 3-level model of organiza-
tional culture by Edgar Schein can be used. Figure 1 shows the 3 levels of
an organizational culture according to Schein (1985).

Observable artefacts

Visible

Invisible

Assumptions

Figure 1: 3 Levels Of Organizational Culture (Source: leadershipcentre.org.uk)

In the following section, | would like to discuss the individual levels of cor-
porate culture and provide them with examples of own analysis results. In a
separate study, the corporate culture of a veterinary practice was analyzed
and evaluated using an app-based survey and new strategies were imple-
mented. After the new standards, strategies and measures to improve the
corporate culture and employee satisfaction were introduced, new data was
collected with the same method after 5 months.

2.1 The Sensory/ Visual Perceptions

Sensually and visibly perceptible are action patterns and symbols, so-
called artifacts. These are outwardly very well represented, but also need
interpretation so that the meaning behind them is difficult to access. Exam-
ples for visible perceptions are e.g. the corporate identity with logos, flyers,
the uniform practice clothing, etc.

To create a healthy corporate culture and promote sustainability, entre-
preneurs need to share their vision and strategy with their team. (Ackerman,
2013; Reuter and Thiele, 2011) Online tools or media can support this pro-
cess. (But et al., 2020) They need to act as a symbol by setting standards
through their own behavior and attitudes inside and outside the company.
Reflect for yourself, what communicative behavior do your employees/team
display? Attention, honesty, politeness towards superiors, employees but
also towards customers? Signals such as a lack of honest communication,

Managing A Veterinary Practice: A Guide To Organizational Culture In Veterinary Practice



http://www.ijarbm.org/
https://www.leadershipcentre.org.uk/artofchangemaking/theory/3-levels-of-organisational-culture/

IJARBM - International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management
Vol. 01 / Issue 01, pp. 18-26, December 2020
ISSN: 2700-8983 | an Open Access Journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing

This paper is available online
at

www.ijarbm.org

understanding of the company's strategy and vision, as well as declining
quality and customer satisfaction are described in this context as threats that
act as warning signs. (Brown, 2018; Thiele, 2009) When these warning sig-
nals appear, it is the task of the CEO or management to analyze the current
culture and improve the company by redesigning the mission and goals. An
open and better relationship with its employees is the key to success.
(Ackerman, 2013; McGarvey, 1997; Reuter and Thiele, 2011)

Evaluations of own investigations showed that the questions of organiza-
tional structures and processes were mostly answered uniformly. This did
not change after corporate culture change measures, but on the contrary
showed an improvement in the employees' perceptions. Even employees
who did not provide clear and uniform answers to the questions of vision and
strategy in the first survey showed significantly more uniform answers after a
clearly laid out structure of the vision and strategy. The reputation survey
offers additional attractive points of view on the existing corporate culture. In
the survey, the answers regarding the company's reputation were generally
heterogeneous. After an analysis of the company's own reputation using
various marketing instruments, this information was presented and showed a
better assessment of the reputation of the practice in the follow-up survey.
The question whether the own employees would recommend the practice as
an employer showed additional discrepancies within the team. While the
veterinarians would do so, several of the veterinary technicians were unde-
cided. The investigation of the causes revealed problems such as the plan-
ning of shifts of the veterinarians as well as the technician and topics con-
cerning salary and working environment. These problems were deciphered
by a restructuring and bonus systems, which was also shown in the 2. sur-
veys. However, it should be mentioned that the salary alone is not a factor
for recommendation and problem solving, as can be seen in the following
other levels of company culture. An important result of the study was that the
need to improve communication within the practice became clear. This was
clearly and measurably improved by clearer structures, transparency, as well
as joint approaches to solutions by all team members.
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2.2 Awareness Of Values, Norms and Attitudes

Collective values form level 2 of the organizational culture. They contain
values and norms as well as behavioral guidelines, preferences but also
prohibitions. In veterinary practices, these are usually certainly some individ-
ual persons who have found certain solutions to problems. Therefore a cer-
tain thinking about right and wrong arises among the staff, which is mainly
guided by these individual persons. Therefore certain reaction patterns de-
velop. The problem, however, is that these values and norms often lack a
logical structure, because they are usually debatable and do not necessarily
correspond to the behavior of other team members. In this context, the con-
cept of corporate behavior should be considered. As a core component of
corporate behavior, Blatther and Mattzner (2010) describe it as the uniform
appearance and behavior of all practice employees. In practice, corporate
behavior poses the greatest challenge to the corporate identity of the com-
pany. (Blattner and Matzner, 2010)

According to Crowley (2019), the management style of the owner or the
supervising veterinarian is one of the most important key factors in employee
behavior. (Crowley et al., 2019) There are several key points that the super-
visor can consider in order to improve the relationship with the staff. First,
the establishment of criteria for interviewing and promoting (potential) em-
ployees. (Cake et al., 2016) Second, the behavior of the entire practice team
towards each employee. (Reuter and Thiele, 2011) Third, the salary policy
and social contributions and incentives for staff to actively contribute ideas to
improve and introduce new services in the practice. (Cron et al., 2000) The
salary/motivation factor is not proven, as studies have shown that monetary
incentives only trigger relatively short-term motivation. But the following
question is even more important. Do you really work in a team or do you live
a culture of "me against you all"? Various studies indicate that functioning
teams generally achieve better results than individual groups of high-
performing individuals. However, group norms are the key to team success.
These usually contain unwritten and often unspoken rules that determine the
behavior of teams. (Adams and Kurtz, 2012) Clear delegation of personnel
to their specific work area is of great importance. (Cron et al., 2000) Another
important key factor in corporate behavior is the tone of communication, both
within the company and externally. Worthy of special mention here is the
ability to deal with criticism and the behavior when receiving a complaint
towards employees as well as the boss. (Blatther and Matzner, 2010) In
addition, corporate behavior includes reacting to the development of human
resources (employees), evaluation or feedback from the practice, especially
at annual meetings within the practice or externally. (Volk et al., 2018)

The support of the company values as well as the strategy was also eval-
uated in own analyses. The results showed that the majority of respondents
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supported the company values, while a small proportion (11%) did not. With
regard to strategy, the results showed that a larger proportion of respond-
ents were neutral (67%) and only 33% agreed with supporting the corporate
strategy. All employees generally shared the same values of the company,
but when it came to the company's strategy, the survey showed that veteri-
narians generally supported the strategy and veterinarians were more unde-
cided. This improved significantly in the surveys after a joint redesign of the
Strategy.

2.3 Fundamental Assumptions And Beliefs

Fundamental assumptions and beliefs form the third and deepest level of
organizational culture. They include relationships to the environment, includ-
ing social relationships, and to human nature. They are invisible and uncon-
scious and are difficult to detect. | would like to give you an example of this.
The classical stable and long-established practice, with a stable customer
base and a consistent course. The employees work in a certain way, which
has "proved itself*. One assumes that the processes work in this way and
that they now become a matter of course. Alternatives are not asked or rec-
ognized. If now "new" alternatives are shown, these are usually rejected
directly and partly unfortunately still sanctioned. This is a basic problem,
because certain values of level 2 change smoothly into level 3 without being
reflected consciously. What follows is an incorporation into the basic as-
sumptions of a person.

When employees feel that their contribution in the workplace is fundamen-
tal and they are satisfied with their workload, they feel committed to the
company and in return they improve the quality of the services and products
offered. In this way, they improve their overall performance within the com-
pany. (Dodge et al., 2019) Looking at examples of the greatest threats to a
corporate culture, these are usually feelings of "us versus them" between
employees and management, and difficulties in recruiting new employees
due to a poor reputation. (McGarvey, 1997) Other warning signs include
increased employee turnover, difficulty in hiring new professionals, arriving
and leaving the workplace on time, and low attendance at company or team
meetings. (Clarke and Chapman, 2012)

Own results showed that the veterinarians within the company are gener-
ally more satisfied with the workplace. This could be due to the low apprecia-
tion that customers or other veterinarians have for the work of the technician,
which is the foundation of any running veterinary practice. By measures re-
garding the improvement of the salary as well as the appreciation the satis-
faction rate could be improved significantly after a new survey. In general, all
employees were of the opinion that they make important contributions to the
practice environment.
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3 Conclusion

All practices and clinics are different and usually reflect their practice
owners and the culture that has been established over time. To run a suc-
cessful practice, it is crucial to establish a marketing and customer service
culture. This should begin with practice owners/managers, who must take a
strategic approach to marketing and management. Once management has
set the direction, it is a matter of establishing the culture within the organiza-
tion. Once the culture is established, the practice should provide owners with
an attitude of continuous improvement. Opportunities should always be pro-
vided to create more value for the pet owners and the practice team as a
collective. However, the corporate culture is not a "self-runner”, it must be
constantly corrected. This is particularly difficult given the immense workload
of practice owners. Particularly when new employees join the team, manag-
ers in the practice should support the practice owner.

Although corporate culture models are usually implemented in large com-
panies, the results of the practical example showed that the survey and
analysis of the current corporate culture reveals the most problematic man-
agement fields. By analyzing the weak points, these can be evaluated and
translated into a problem-oriented approach for the future in order to pro-
mote the sustainability of the company. The study has evidently shown that
when applying the corporate culture on a small business level, the non-
visible factors (e.g. feelings, values) of each employee can be identified. It
helps to structure the company owners and their employees at different lev-
els of the company, not only at the level of large companies, and to provide
them with a guideline. The corporate culture at the level of small companies
can be particularly important because a healthy and stable culture can pro-
mote employee engagement and productivity, while an inadequate culture
can actually reduce productivity and growth until the company fails. (McGar-
vey, 1997)
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