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Abstract 

The transition to practice can be extremely stressful, and the Merck Animal Health Veterinary 

Wellbeing Study found that well-being is lowest among young veterinarians. Mentorship plays a vital role 

in supporting the mental health and well-being of veterinarians. Many veterinary mentors are skilled at 

passing on their medical knowledge but may struggle with supporting their mentee’s mental health and 

well-being. In this seminar, focus group research will be discussed describing the experiences during the 

transition including challenges that early-career veterinarians face. Attendees will learn the attributes of 

a supportive mentor, recognizing and responding to warning signs, and implementable tools to promote 

well-being within your mentoring practices drawing from the implications of research among early-

career veterinarians. 

 

Learning Objectives 

1. List attributes of a supportive veterinary mentor 

2. Recognize and respond to warning signs of mental illness 

3. Implement techniques within your mentoring practices to promote wellbeing 

 

Why is Mentoring Important? 

• Stress levels higher for veterinarians than the general population and early-career 

veterinarians have the highest levels of stress1,2,3 

• About half of vets experienced at least moderate symptoms of burnout4 

• Young veterinarians have the lowest levels of wellbeing in the profession5 

• Compared to the general population, male veterinarians were 1.6 times as likely and female 

veterinarians were 2.4 times as likely to die by suicide6 

• Compared to the general population, male veterinary technicians were 5 times as likely and 

female veterinary technicians were 2.3 times as likely to die by suicide6 

• As mentors, we cannot ignore the mental health and wellbeing of mentees! 

 

What Makes a Great Mentor? 

 Recent Veterinary Graduate Focus Group7 

Purpose of focus group study- to document the experiences of new veterinary graduates within 

the United States to gain a deeper understanding of the challenges this population faces and how 

they could be best supported during the transition to practice 



Methods: Recent veterinary graduates- Class of 2018 and 2019, qualitative focus group, 

responses coded, common themes arose 

Results/Themes: 

• Setbacks and Adaptation: The start of the veterinary career was sometimes 

associated with frustration, setbacks, and even psychological ramifications. Three of the 

veterinarians mentioned experiencing discrimination based on their age, ethnicity, and 

gender. When discussing euthanasia, a few of the vets mentioned having difficulty coping 

with the emotions particularly when the case was associated with an ethical dilemma. 

• Self-Sufficiency and Self-Doubt: The start of the veterinary career was associated 

with a sudden expectation of self-sufficiency and responsibility that was coupled with a 

sense of self-doubt. During clinical rotations in veterinary school, there may often be 

multiple checks to ensure students do not make mistakes. In private practice, the 

responsibility suddenly and often fully shifts to the new graduate. Self-doubt and fear of 

making mistakes were mentioned several times during the focus group, and one 

participant even reported that a mistake caused lasting remorse. This finding was 

consistent with a previous study that found three out of four veterinarians had made a 

mistake within the first 18 months of their career, and these mistakes often had an 

emotional impact on the veterinarians who made the mistake.8 

• Changing Clientele and Ethical Dilemmas: Veterinary teaching hospitals are 

typically referral hospitals which leads to an inherently different clientele than that of 

many private practices. Upon entering private practice, four of the veterinarians in the 

focus group mentioned client financial limitations as a difficult obstacle faced. Sometimes 

cases with financial limitations led to ethical dilemmas. These ethical dilemmas can often 

contribute to stress at the start of practice. 

• Leadership and Conflict: Assuming a leadership role was difficult for many 

veterinarians in the focus group. In addition, conflict with clients and support staff was 

mentioned frequently. One vet shared that she often felt like a marriage counselor when 

navigating conflict with clients. 

• Good vs. Bad Mentorship: A common theme voiced by almost all the veterinarians in 

the focus group was mentorship. Most of the new graduates described an overall 

positive view of their mentorship, and good mentorship seemed to be very important to 

new graduates. But even though most of them expressed that they had really good 

mentors in the transition to practice, most of them were still having so many challenges 

in the transition to practice. 

Good Mentorship 

• Available and willing to answer questions 

• An advocate 

• Supportive and trusting of new graduate’s medical knowledge 

• Empathetic to new graduate challenges 

 



Great Mentorship 

• Recognize signs of mental health challenges 

• Help navigate conflict 

• Collaborate in ethical decision making 

• Create safety & inclusivity 

• Encourage & models good self-care 

 

Recognize Signs of Mental Health Challenges9 

• Excessive worry or fear 

• Excessive sadness 

• Confusion or problems concentrating 

• Mood changes 

• Extreme anger or irritability 

• Avoidance of friends or social activities 

• Difficulty sleeping 

• Change in eating habits 

• Delusions or hallucinations 

• Substance abuse 

• Suicidal ideation 

• Symptoms affecting everyday life 

• Loss of interest in enjoyable activities 

• Expressing hopelessness 

• Unable to express joy 

 

Communication Techniques 

Ask 

 Empathetic statement (what you’ve been noticing) + Invite a story (would you like to talk?) 

Listen 

Mindfully listen, don’t try to fix or offer up suggestions at this point 

Validate  

Empathetic statements (this sounds really tough), Reflective statements 

Empower 

Have you experienced anything like this before? What helped you through then? 

Refer 

How can I help support you? I know of some resources that I think could help, do you mind if I 

share those with you? 

Follow-up 

 

The Pendleton Model of Feedback10 

Steps of the Pendleton Model Example Question 

Ask if they would like some feedback  

Ask them what went well    

Acknowledge their successes 

Ask them what they would do differently   

Acknowledge the ideas then add to those 

“Would you mind if I give you some feedback?” 

“What do you think went well?” 

“What I thought you did well was….” 

“Is there anything you would do differently?” 

“What I might I have tried or done differently was…” 



Additional Resources 

1. National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 

Call 1-800-273-8255 or Lifeline chat https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/chat/ 

2. NAMI Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741 

3. NAMI Helpline: Call 1-800-950-NAMI (6264) M-F 10 a.m.-8 p.m. ET 

4. Trevor Lifeline for LGBTQ+ youth under age 25: Call 1-866-488-7386 

5. Trans Lifeline: Call 1-877-565-8860 

6. SAGE LGBT Elder Hotline: Call 1-877-360-5428 

7. Well-being assessment ProQOL tool offered through AVMA 

https://myvetlife.avma.org/rising-professional/your-wellbeing/wellbeing-self-assessment 

8. AVMA resources to support veterinary well-being  

avma.org/wellbeing and myvetlife.avma.org 

9. Employee Assistance Programming 

10. University of Tennessee Veterinary Social Work 

11. MentorVet: an evidence-based mentorship and professional development program that has 

shown to decrease burnout in the early veterinary career 

www.mentorvet.net 
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