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The last year and a half have been incredibly taxing for pretty much all of humanity, but 
certainly also for veterinary medicine. And veterinary medicine wasn’t easy to begin with. 
There is literature discussing wellbeing issues in veterinary medicine spanning back to 
the 1960s discussing elevated rates of suicide (Miller 1995). Even the most famous 
veterinarian of all time, Dr. Alf White, better known by his pen name James Herriot, is 
reported to have had bouts of depression and feelings of inadequacy. (Johnson 2010) 

If we are to look at the wealth of research done on the subject a few themes are clear. 
Multiple studies report problems in wellbeing, with burnout, compassion fatigue, anxiety, 
depression and unfortunately suicide. There are studies from multiple countries, spanning 
decades. But why? We have the dream job of thousands of starry eyed seven-year-olds. 
How does this dream go so terribly wrong for so many of us?  The answer is complicated, 
but as we start to dig in, some common themes emerge.  

Certainly, on an organizational level, we have some problems. In 2016, the average vet 
student was leaving vet school with $147,000 in debt, and 20% of those students had 
more than $200,000 in debt.  Based on average compensation, a large number of our 
veterinary technicians live at or just above the poverty line. (Larkin 2016) Moral Distress 
is common, with 91% of veterinarians facing an ethical dilemma that results in serious 
distress once a week. (Batchelor 2012) Work overload, something historically noted as a 
stressor, certainly did not improve in the last year as 11 million households got a new pet. 
Staff shortages are causing systemic failures in veterinary medicine, and the AVMA 
reports there are 5 openings for every job applicant. Certainly, all of these factors add to 
our distress, but they can be difficult to tackle as an individual in this profession.  
 
But interestingly, as we look at the data our environmental stressors don’t actually affect 
us as much as some of our internal ones. Dawson et al found that personality was more 
impactful to the experience of occupational stress compared with environment. Similarly, 
the Merck Wellbeing Study found that neuroticism was the key risk factor for poor 
wellbeing in veterinary medicine.  Perfectionism and neuroticism can predispose us to 
feeling ethically distressing situations as mores stressful than our peers.  We’ve shown 
that empathy, a critical skill in medicine, actually declines during Vet school. (Schoenfeld-
Tacher 2015) Thankfully, we appear to get it back though, as other research shows that 
length of service in the profession is in fact associated with higher empathy scores 
(Colombo 2016). In fact, the silver lining here is that if much of our experience of stress 
is secondary to our own personalities, then much of our experience of that stress is 
something we can change on an individual level.  

Sonya Lyubomirsky (2005), a leading positive psychology researcher, has put forth that 
40% of our happiness is under our direct control. Decisions we make in the moment, 
places we put our focus, skills that we cultivate have a direct and scientifically measurable 
effect on our happiness. Things like gratitude exercises and mindfulness are often 
discussed in pop psychology, but there is a solid foundation of scientific evidence to show 



benefit here- especially in jobs with high emotional labor. The practice of mindfulness for 
instance has been shown to reduce burnout and decrease occupational stress in ER 
nurses and physician GPs (Montero-Marin 2015, Westphall 2015). These techniques can 
absolutely be helpful, but more than anything they prepare us to deal with stress.  
 
In my internship, one of my mentors told me that the first thing you do in CPR is to take 
your own pulse. In this, he explained the simple truth that you need to be calm, centered 
and focused to deal with a major problem. So, the very first thing we need to do is deal 
with our own internal conflict and get our head in the game. We need to deal with our own 
demons first. It’s from that place we can start to deal with some of the larger systemic 
issues in our field. Small solutions on and individual scale have been shown to have 
impact. For example, we may not be able to solve the student debt crisis on our own but 
hiring a financial planner has been shown to significantly reduce distress. (Volk 2020) 
And certainly as a practice owner, I have made it my priority to pay my staff more. A 
technician salary of $21/hr is actually associated with improved wellbeing. (Kogan 2020) 
But the improvements we make for our support staff need not end there. In fact, in a study 
over 1600 technicians, salary absolutely did help with burnout and engagement. 
However, feeling like they were respected and added value to the practice mattered more. 
(Kogan 2020)  

At the end of the day, veterinary medicine will never be stress free. Truly we will never 
fully rid our profession of challenging situations. In fact, I would argue that those 
challenges are part of what drew us to this career. We are a helping profession. If there 
are no problems, no help is required. Stress and enjoyment are not mutually exclusive. A 
survey of UK veterinarians showed that while 83% of vets agree that veterinary medicine 
is stressful, 93% also agree that the work in enjoyable (Robinson 2006). If we can get 
ourselves in a place where we are not just surviving the stress minute to minute, we will 
face those challenges as our best selves. And we need to believe in our ability to fix these 
problems. For many of us, our neurotic natures predispose us to focus on the negative.  
You can even see this in the literature. In a review of all of veterinary wellness literature 
since 1995, Cake found the majority of papers focused on negative factors like mental 
health problems, and stressors rather than exploring supportive factors and solutions. 
(Cake 2017) But there is joy to be had in this career, and more importantly there is a 
tremendous sense of meaning and purpose. In fact, in a large review, veterinary 
happiness was largely focused in eudaimonia, or the type of happiness that is found living 
a life of meaning and purpose. (Cake 2015) So rather than set our sights on a career 
without stressors, I would rather change the framework with which we view our career. 
We will never completely remove stress from the field; however, we can build the skill set 
and professional culture to make facing that challenging a sustainable, even enjoyable 
endeavor.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Selected References 

• AVMA, “Financing Your Veterinary Medical Education.” 
https://www.avma.org/membership/SAVMA/financing-your-veterinary-medical-education 

• Batchelor, C. E. M., & McKeegan, D. E. F. (2012). Survey of the frequency and perceived 
stressfulness of ethical dilemmas encountered in UK veterinary practice. Veterinary 
Record, 170(1), 19-19. 

• Cake, M. A., Bell, M. A., Bickley, N., & Bartram, D. J. (2015). The life of meaning: a model of the 
positive contributions to well-being from veterinary work. Journal of veterinary medical 
education, 42(3), 184-193. 

• Cake, M. A., McArthur, M. M., Matthew, S. M., & Mansfield, C. F. (2017). Finding the balance: 
uncovering resilience in the veterinary literature. Journal of veterinary medical education, 44(1), 
95-105. 

• Colombo, E.S., Crippa, F., Calderari, T., Prato-Previde, E., Empathy towards animals and people: 
the role of gender and length of service in a sample of Italian vets, Journal of Veterinary Behavior 
(2016), doi: 10.1016/j.jveb.2016.10.010.  

• Crane, M. F., J. K. Phillips, and E. Karin. "Trait perfectionism strengthens the negative effects of 
moral stressors occurring in veterinary practice." Australian veterinary journal 93.10 (2015): 354-
360. 

• Dawson, B. F., & Thompson, N. J. (2017). The effect of personality on occupational stress in 
veterinary surgeons. Journal of veterinary medical education, 44(1), 72-83. 

• Johnston, Jenny. “James Herriot's Private Hell: The Shocking Truth about the Man behind TV's 
Most Famous Vet.” Daily Mail Online, Associated Newspapers, 24 Sept. 2010, 
www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1314863/James-Herriots-private-hell-The-shocking-truth-man-
TVs-famous-vet.html 

• Johnson, S. W., Gill, M. S., Grenier, C., & Taboada, J. (2009). A descriptive analysis of 
personality and gender at the Louisiana State University School of Veterinary Medicine. Journal 
of veterinary medical education, 36(3), 284-290 

• Larkin , M. “Veterinary shortage may be a problem of turnover instead” 
https://www.avma.org/javma-news/2016-10-15/technician-shortage-may-be-problem-turnover-
instead. 2016 

• Lyubomirsky, S., Sheldon, K. M., & Schkade, D. Pursuing happiness: The architecture of 
sustainable change. Review of General Psychology, 9, 111–131. (2005). 

• Miller, Joy M., and James J. Beaumont. "Suicide, cancer, and other causes of death among 
california veterinarians, 1960‐1992." American journal of industrial medicine 27.1 (1995): 37-49. 

• Montero-Marin, Jesús, et al. "Mindfulness, resilience, and burnout subtypes in primary care 
physicians: the possible mediating role of positive and negative affect." Frontiers in psychology 6 
(2015): 1895. 

• Robinson D, Hooker H. The UK veterinary profession in 2006: the findings of a survey of the 
profession conducted by the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons [Internet]. London: RCVS; 
2006 [cited 2015 May 6]. 

• Westphal, Maren, et al. "Protective benefits of mindfulness in emergency room 
personnel." Journal of affective disorders175 (2015): 79-85. 

 

 

https://www.avma.org/javma-news/2016-10-15/technician-shortage-may-be-problem-turnover-instead
https://www.avma.org/javma-news/2016-10-15/technician-shortage-may-be-problem-turnover-instead

