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Introduction
We all know 1:1s matter. But there's a difference between having them and having them work. Let's explore why structure is the secret ingredient that makes these conversations truly valuable.
Foundation & Mindset: Why 1:1s Matter
What makes the difference between a team member who stays engaged for years versus one who quietly struggles until they finally burn out and walk away? What separates practices with low turnover from those constantly hiring? The answer often comes down to one thing: whether people feel truly seen, heard, and invested in as individuals.
When you're putting out fires every single day, addressing immediate problems, and trying to give feedback in the moment, it can feel nearly impossible to carve out time for structured 1:1s. The time needed to focus on team members' growth, development, and goals gets pushed to annual reviews where everything gets crammed into one overwhelming conversation.
But here's what I've learned from practices that are thriving: the most powerful management tool isn't about managing tasks at all. It's about building genuine connection and trust through intentional conversation—connecting more often, giving your team the floor to share, encouraging them to do what they do best and fail safely, setting clear expectations, and celebrating wins. 
Once you start making the time for regular 1:1s, you'll see your team develop into a high-performing unit. Those daily fires become less frequent because your team has the trust and communication to handle challenges proactively.
So what makes 1:1 meetings especially powerful in veterinary settings? Several key factors:
· Building consistency in an ever-changing field: Having a reliable touchpoint with a predictable structure creates stability and trust.
· Psychological safety in high-stakes environments: When mistakes can have serious consequences, team members need to know they can speak openly about challenges and concerns without fear.
· Moving from reactive to relationship-based management (change this title): Instead of only addressing problems after they become crises, you're creating ongoing connection that prevents issues before they escalate. You can catch something before it snowballs by continually working to keep lines of communication open and build trust.
· Demonstrating investment in the whole person: When someone feels like you care about their growth beyond just their daily tasks, they're more likely to weather the inevitable difficult days.
The ripple effect of this foundational shift extends throughout your entire practice. When team members feel genuinely supported and heard, it shows up in how they handle stress, interact with clients, collaborate with each other, and commit to staying with your practice.
The Structure & Skills: How to Do Them Well

Now that we understand why 1:1s matter, how do you actually conduct conversations that create meaningful connection rather than just another meeting? The difference lies in intentional structure and specific skills that can be learned and practiced.
Effective 1:1s aren't just informal chats or you doing all the talking—they require a framework that creates psychological safety while ensuring productive outcomes. This means knowing how to create space for authentic sharing, asking questions that go beyond surface-level responses, and adapting your approach based on individual communication styles and personalities. It means giving positive feedback regularly, practicing active listening, showing genuine curiosity to understand their needs, and supporting them through challenges and growth.
Key elements of successful 1:1 structure include:
· Intentional and consistent structure: Keep a predictable format, but regularly ask if the structure is working for them. Request their feedback and let them mostly run the conversation, with you sharing feedback and appreciation in a consistent way each time. Create an environment where they can share challenges, ideas, and concerns without fear of judgment or consequences. Being vulnerable yourself builds trust and psychological safety—when you share your own challenges or uncertainties, it opens the door for honest conversation.
· The art of asking powerful questions: Move beyond "How are things going?" to questions that uncover what people actually need, what's energizing them, and where they might be struggling.
· Adapting to different personalities: Recognize that your naturally quiet technician needs a different approach than your outgoing receptionist, and adjust your style accordingly.
· Making it feel like investment, not interrogation: Structure conversations so team members leave feeling supported and valued rather than managed and monitored.
Tools and Resources (available for download):
· Structure guideline
· Listening Playcard
· Significant event log
The goal is to transform routine check-ins into conversations where people feel genuinely heard and understood. When team members know they have dedicated time and space to share what's really on their minds, the quality of information you receive, and your ability to support them increases dramatically.
Growth & Follow-Through: Making Real Impact
The conversations matter, but the real investment shows up in what happens next. This is where you transform good intentions into tangible support, taking what you learn in 1:1s and turning it into meaningful action that helps team members grow.
When you do what you say you'll do, provide actionable feedback, and create sustainable development plans, team members see that their time and vulnerability weren't wasted. They learn that bringing concerns forward leads to real results, which encourages more open communication and deeper trust.
You won't always be able to implement every change requested, but showing effort, explaining the reasoning behind decisions, especially difficult ones, and providing regular updates is essential to maintaining trust.
Creating lasting impact requires shifting from an annual review mentality to an ongoing development partnership. This means:
· Feedback that motivates rather than deflates: Learn to give constructive feedback in ways that help people grow while maintaining their confidence and engagement.
· Goal setting that actually sticks: Move beyond wishful thinking to concrete, achievable development plans with regular check-ins and adjustments.
· Following through consistently: This is the crucial step that separates managers who build trust from those who inadvertently break it. Do what you say you'll do when you say you'll do it. Provide updates or explanations if there is a pivot in plans.
· Making growth feel collaborative: Involve team members in creating their own development plans rather than imposing goals from above. Most team members know what they need to be successful. 
Tools and Resources (available for download):
· Significant event log
When done well, this follow-through creates a powerful cycle: team members share more openly because they see real results from previous conversations, which gives you better information to support them, which leads to stronger relationships and better outcomes for everyone. This is how individual 1:1s transform into a culture where people feel genuinely invested in and supported to build sustainable veterinary careers.
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