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Ryan Leighton, 
CEO of Leightons Opticians  
and Hearing Care

Tell us about your own background. 
How did you come to a career in 
audiology, and found a company 
such as Leightons?
Whilst working in the family business 
and setting up franchises on the optical 
side of our business I started to look into 
the opportunity to launch our very own 
audiology service. Prior to that I really 
had no experience in audiology at all, 
so I learnt quickly and what struck me 
when I did the research and business plan 
back in 2005 was just how few private 
businesses, apart from independent 
practices, were offering a highly clinical 
and personalised service. So we launched 
Leightons Hearing Care to be different 
from the start, with a philosophy of “For 
Life” where our sole purpose was about 
listening, empathising, educating and 
delighting our customers so they would 
become customers for life. Ten years on 
we are still very happy with that decision 
and the “For Life” philosophy is still at 
the forefront in terms of our proposition 
and commitment, helping our customers 
to see and to hear so they can live life to 
the full.

What do you regard as the greatest 
challenge you faced and how did 
you overcome it?
Launching the business from scratch 
and attracting the right hearing aid 

audiologists who had the same values 
and shared our vision for creating 
something that was all about care and 
retaining customers. I managed to find 
two great people in Glyn James and Katy 
Husband only after personally calling a 
very long list of hearing aid audiologists 
and talking to them about our plans 
for the business. Glyn and Katy bought 
into our vision and joined us in January 
2006, since then the business has gone 
from strength to strength. Finding great 
audiologists with the right values and 
ethos is still a challenge, but we must be 
doing something right as we now have 14 
in our team.  

Can you explain a bit about the 
background of Leightons; what 
the company offers and how it is 
structured etc?
Our structure as a business is simple, 
we have the core business of Leightons 
Opticians and Hearing Care with 34 
practices in the South East of England. 
What we offer on the optical side as with 
hearing is we aim to provide the most 
clinical assessments, advice and care. So 
clearly much of this is about people, but 
also store environment, equipment and 
the audiology suite is really important. 
So that means all our audiologists 
are equipped with video otoscopes, 
tympanometers, live speech mapping 

equipment and they have access to the 
full range of hearing aid manufacturers. 
Being totally independent from any 
one manufacturer gives our team total 
autonomy in making sure the customers’ 
needs come first.  As a business we are 
committed to trying to develop a network 
of best-in-market optical and audiology 
centres but in a way that is really 
about building good and long-lasting 
relationships with our customers. To 
bring this vision to life we are committed 
to developing all of our stores, to not 
just look and feel exciting and different, 
but also the real difference - by putting 
audiology front and centre. We aim to 
become known for this highly clinical, 
caring and “For Life” brand in the mind of 
our customers.

Continual growth and development is 
also extremely important to us and we 
believe that properly investing in our 
staff’s skills and knowledge will help 
Leightons remain at the forefront of the 
industry. We provide training through the 
Leightons Academy, a unique learning 
platform that’s the first of its kind in 
the optical and hearing care world. It’s 
also been backed by the Government 
Growth Accelerator grant for the third 
consecutive year in recognition of 
the excellent support and training we 
provide.
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As a business we are committed to trying to develop 
a network of best-in-market optical and audiology 
centres but in a way that is really about building good 
and long-lasting relationships with our customers.”
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How does Leightons’ business model 
set audiologists up for success?
It starts with our vision to become the 
best in market as optical and audiology 
provider and a keystone destination 
in each of the towns we operate. As a 
business we are totally committed to 
this vision and bringing that to life is my 
personal goal and is shared by all our 
staff and partners across the business. 
Going back to the “For Life” philosophy 
that is reflected in the base salary of £31k 
plus a car, we want there to be a culture 
that supports our people as well as our 
customers for life. The added fizz comes 
from the market-beating bonus structure. 
We also offer some of the best training 
and development in the industry and 
aim to double our business over the next 
two years, so it’s exciting times. Growth 
is great but we will do that whilst having 
some fun and most importantly by never 
losing sight of our ultimate purpose: 
helping people to live life to the full and 
creating customers for life.

How does Leightons define success 
for their employees? How do they 
select employees and help set them 
up for success?
Leightons Learning Academy is our 
own in-house training and development 
resource which all our leadership teams 
– optometrists, dispensing opticians 
and audiologists are invited to attend. 
The Academy is about learning together 
and team building with a focus on 
communication, sales through service 

and financial essentials. In addition to 
this, our audiologists have an innovation 
meeting once a month at our central 
support office which brings everyone 
together in order to share ideas, learn and 
develop. Structured CPD learning is also 
organised for the team of audiologists, 
be that around new products, tinnitus, 
microsuction, and other specialist 
interests that the team want to pursue. 
We have also just sponsored our first 
optical hearing assistant through the 
Mary Hare HND Hearing Aid Audiology.

How have you seen the profession 
of audiology change during your 
career and how has your business 
adapted to these changes?
I think the private sector has become 
much more professional over the last 
10 years; it might not seem it, but I do 
feel this has been aided by national 
competitors such as Specsavers and 
Boots entering the market, bringing 
a professionalism, structure and 
transparency to the market. The NHS 
has made improvements to waiting 
times in most of our areas since 2006 
but it does seem to be under increasing 
pressure. The NHS audiologists I meet 
seem to be doing such a great job but it 
looks increasingly challenging. The fact 
that we are also now seeing far more 
NHS audiologists moving into the private 
sector is great from a clinical knowledge 
and customer service perspective. I think 
it is likely that we will see more of a shift 
from NHS audiologists looking at private 

sector opportunities over the next few 
years. Of course hearing aid technology 
has also moved on massively over the last 
10 years and there seems to be a much 
greater benefit being derived as well a 
higher acceptance of wearing hearing 
aids.

What lessons have you learned that 
others could apply?
In terms of setting up a business there are 
many, but most importantly have a strong 
vision of what you want to achieve and 
make sure you hire people with a strong 
connection to that vision. Articulate 
your values and your purpose and lead 
the business around those important 
principles.

What advice would you give to 
audiologists starting out?
Starting out in business, well that is 
tricky because the market is now fairly 
mature and highly competitive. Having 
said that, if someone has a unique value 
proposition, the capital, know-how and 
the connections they should give it a 
go. In terms of looking for work, look for 
businesses in the sector that look and 
feel like a place you want to work and be 
part of and where your values and culture 
align. It’s a great career and no doubt 
whether private or NHS the end result of 
helping people to hear well, reconnect 
and enjoy their lives to the full is the real 
reward.

Hearing testing at Leightons Opticians and Hearing Care.

“I think the private sector 
has become much more 
professional over the last 
10 years”

“Articulate your values and your purpose and lead the 
business around those important principles.”


