
Fear Free: What About Me?



Learning Objectives 

• 1. Understanding what psychological safety is and is not and the 
impact on work culture 

• 2. Know the challenges of leadership 

• 3. To understand why shared values are necessary in the work 
culture 

4. Understand how competing values impact psychological safety 



How the idea hatched for Fear Free – what about me 

• Dr Mc Kinney – saw the irony of making the veterinary culture less 
anxiety-producing using Fear Free/ Low-Stress approaches for the 
patient but not the staff. 

• Dr. Foote saw how Low-Stress veterinary care improved work 
culture 

• Met at ISVMA 2024 – shared a copy of  Dr. McKinney’s book “Walk 
Your Talk” and started talking! 



About Ted Mc Kinney  

• Son of Dr.Phil Mc Kinney   Glen Carbon Il 
• Managed Practice 
• PhD in Leadership – year and university 
• Consulting to the veterinary profession 

Photo of Phil at vet clinic 



About Sally J Foote DVM 

• 41 years general practice veterinarian with 30 years practice 
ownership – focus on low-stress veterinary care 

• Saw the staff culture benefits of low-stress care after applying 
similar concepts to staff interactions 

• Saw increasing paradox of stressed staff  culture blocking use of 
Low-Stress techniques during clinic consultations –

• Insert photo at a clinic 



What is your definition of leadership?

“The ability to impress the will of the leader on those led and 
induce obedience, respect, loyalty, and cooperation.”

Moore, 1927, p.124

Definition from a 
1927 leadership 
conference:

“Leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group 
of individuals to achieve a common goal.”

Northouse, 2010, p. 3
Today’s definition:



Context
Servant
Democratic
Participative

Authoritative
Autocratic

Coercive

Lynett, et al., 2016 & Bray, et al., 2014



Animal in clinic behavior example 

• Fear ful animal 
•      Triage the care for that exam based on the need of the patient.  May change the 

environment, handling  technique, and how much to examine.  If an urgent or emergency 
situation you may go on and provide care in the face of escalating anxiety balancing the 
needs of the patient, staff safety and time you have. 

• Emergency exam versus annual wellness exam 
•     



Which of these statements is true about 
psychological safety?
A. It creates a harmonious environment where conflict is 

minimized.
B. Duties are clearly defined, and people stay in their lanes.
C. It fosters an environment where consensus can be easily 

reached.
D. People are always held accountable.
E. HR initiatives like anonymous suggestion boxes support people 

feeling psychologically safe.



Why do the best 

performing teams seem 

to make the most 

mistakes?

Psychological Safety

Edmonson, Teaming, 2012



Starts at the top –  top 5 behaviors needed 

• Leadership – who is the leader? 
• Consolidated corp – group -NFP /Shelter – private 

     
•          Share info openly and explain decisions     - set expectations
•          Encourage innovation – calculated risk taking 
•           Admit mistakes and model learning  - be vulnerable 
•           Actively develop staff – be flexible 
•          Safe for staff to speak up   - ok with discomfort 



Parallel to Low- Stress care 

• Care provider ( leader) 
•        Triage care based on animal’s  in clinic behavior – share with 

client why you have to alter plan 
•      try different approach, exam area, handling techniques 
•      Admit if you push a pet too far and must stop – learn to change 

approach 
•      take Ce to develop skills, learn med plans and use knowledge 
•      Listen to staff observations of patient stress and adjust care 

plan accordingly. 



What impacts work culture?

• Systems: procedural 

• People working in systems: behavioral

• Environment: chaotic, dynamic



What impacts animal behavior? 

• Systems – what is the handling plan, triage, and ability for care based 
on your clinic 

• Animal responding to the system –  How well can they behave in 
various contexts? 

• Environment – what is the clinic/home/outdoor environment? Can it be 
improved? How acceptable is the behavior in an environment that may 
be limited to change? 

• Responses are fluid and may not always be the best 



What are values?

Values
 We all 

have 
them

Needs
 Motivated 

by our 
values

Behaviors
 Behaviors are 

a response to 
our needs



Why do values matter?



Competing values framework 

• Values influence actions and behaviors 

• Understanding values is the solution to eliminating friction, 
building engagement and fostering psychological safety 

• Dr. Foote’s example – the drug resistant client.  
•      understand client’s value of a drug effect – need to prep the 

patient at home and in office – non judgement on the client for 
resistance   lead to increased low stress techniques and 
understanding 



When do you see staff engagement? 

• 25% of the staff following the leader’s examples of the 5 behaviors 
• Tipping point for change 

• Behavior example – an aggressive dog going from bite – lunge to 
mild cower, standing crouched and relaxing when care is finished. 

• Each experience for staff ( like your patient) that demonstrates 
psychological safety builds on improved behavior 



In Summary 

• Psychological safety is about accountability – not comfort, or 
consensus 

• Leadership behaviors of vulnerability, risk-taking, accountability, 
constructive conflict, and flexibility 

• Staff behaviors are the same 
•  Culture change takes time – small improvements have impact 



Contact and references 

• Ted McKinney  PhD 
Contact Information
Phone: 1.618.972.8668
Email: ted@tedmckinneyconsulting.com
Website: tedmckinneyconsulting.com

• Sally J Foote DVM, CABC-IAABC, LSHC-S, FFE  
• www.drsallyjfoote.com         behavior consults, staff training, 

speaking 

mailto:ted@tedmckinneyconsulting.com
http://www.drsallyjfoote.com/
http://www.drsallyjfoote.com/
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