
An education on servant leadership:  
a medical student perspective
Sir,
We read with great interest the article 
by Cottey and McKimm (vol 80(4), 
2019, p. 220; https://doi.org/10.12968/
hmed.2019.80.4.220) regarding the 
potential role of and underappreciation for 
servant leadership in the NHS. As leadership 
has become an increasingly integral part of 
a clinician’s role, we believe it is important 
for medical students to be equipped with its 
theoretical basis for their future practice. 

We agree with the authors’ assertion that 
servant leadership lacks recognition in NHS 
leadership education, despite its kinship to 
the core values of the NHS. Current teaching 
on leadership styles in medical schools 
places great emphasis on transformational 
leadership (Bass, 1990). We feel that as 
future leaders of the NHS, responsible for 
nurturing the next generation of doctors, 
medical students require a greater knowledge 
and understanding of leadership theory.

To further improve understanding of 
servant leadership, the authors suggest a 
compulsory leadership module for medical 
students. One author (AR) participated in 
a ‘Leadership Theory and Practice’ module 
during an intercalated BSc in Health Care 
Management, in which leadership theory 
seminars were paired with group tasks, 
providing an opportunity to develop and 
reflect on leadership skills. We think that a 
similarly structured module, with a specific 
emphasis on the health-care setting, would 
provide medical students with a foundation 
of knowledge and skills required in their 
future clinical practice – helping them 
to become tomorrow’s doctors (General 
Medical Council, 2018). 
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Sir,
We are very pleased to respond to the letter 
from Raheem et al regarding our article.

While our article was intended to 
promote the value of taking a servant 
leadership approach as a central perspective 
in health care, we fully agree that 
undergraduate medical programmes must 
pay more attention to the inclusion of key 
leadership and management theories and 
concepts in the curriculum. This viewpoint 
is endorsed not only in the General Medical 
Council’s (2018) publication Outcomes 
for Graduates, as these authors note, 
but explicitly in the Faculty of Medical 

Leadership and Management’s (2018) 
indicative undergraduate curriculum on 
medical leadership and management. While 
Outcomes for Graduates does specify that 
graduates should be able to demonstrate 
understanding of ‘leadership theories’ and 
how these apply in practice, neither of these 
documents sets out which theories, concepts 
and models should be included, and this 
is the challenge for educators, many of 
whom have not yet had formal training in 
leadership development.

Despite this lag, we see the huge 
enthusiasm of students and doctors in 
training in pushing for their own leadership 
development. With the backing of key 
organizations, we hope that this will soon 
become part of all schools’ core curricula, 
giving students an evidence base and 
practice-based case examples to prepare them 
more effectively for becoming the health-care 
leaders of the future.
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