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In the first broad-based study of mental health and
wellbeing in the veterinary profession, the Merck
Animal Health Veterinary Wellbeing Study,' conduct-
ed in 2017, revealed that the prevalence of serious
psychological distress among working US veterinar-
ians was consistent with the prevalence in the gen-
eral US population of employed adults. This study
also showed that, on average, the wellbeing of these
veterinarians was slightly lower than in the general
population, although older (= 55 years old) veterinari-
ans enjoyed higher levels of wellbeing than their non-
veterinarian counterparts. A high percentage (88%)
of respondents with serious psychological distress
self-reported experiencing burnout. Although
these insights were important for understanding
the mental health and wellbeing of veterinarians,
questions remained about factors underlying burn-
out, as well as job satisfaction, including the poten-
tial impact of employment compensation method
(ie, production based, salary, or a combination of
the 2) on job satisfaction.

A new study was subsequently undertaken not
only to compare mental health and wellbeing among
US veterinarians against previous findings, but also to
more closely examine several related issues, includ-
ing burnout, substance use disorder, suicide ideation
and attempts, job satisfaction, and cyberbullying. This
research was again conducted by Brakke Consulting
in collaboration with the AVMA. Staff at Brakke Con-
sulting engaged a team of experts who had advised
on the earlier study. Merck Animal Health, a supplier
of pharmaceuticals and vaccines to the veterinary in-
dustry, sponsored the project and participated in its
implementation.

The 4 main objectives of this new study—the
Merck Animal Health Veterinarian Wellbeing Study
II—were to monitor the wellbeing and mental health
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of US veterinarians, compare key findings against
those for physicians and employed adults in the US
general population where appropriate, examine
several health and wellbeing issues in more depth,
and evaluate potential techniques to improve mental
health and wellbeing.

Methods

Survey

A survey of practicing and nonpracticing veteri-
narians was conducted. A questionnaire was devel-
oped and pretested with veterinarians to gather feed-
back on content, terminology, and understanding.
After refinement, the questionnaire and research pro-
tocol were submitted to the Advarra Institutional Re-
view Board, Columbus, Md, for review and received a
letter of exemption.

The AVMA provided a random sample of 20,000
email addresses from its database of working US
veterinarians. An email signed by Dr. John Howe,
AVMA president, and Dr. Janet Donlin, AVMA execu-
tive vice president and CEO, was sent to these email
addresses on September 23, 2019, alerting recipients
to the upcoming survey and encouraging them to
participate.

Subsequently, Kynetec, a market research firm,
sent an email to all 20,000 email addresses with an in-
vitation to participate and a link to the online survey.
Up to 3 reminders were sent to nonresponders over
a 3-week period. Respondents were given the oppor-
tunity to opt into a drawing for twenty-five $100 gift
cards and one $1,000 grand prize as an incentive to
participate. The survey closed on October 23, 2019.

Respondents were asked to complete several in-
struments and questions for measurement of mental
health and wellbeing. As in the earlier study, mental
health was assessed with the Kessler Psychological
Distress Scale,? by which respondents assigned a nu-
meric score ranging from 1 (none of the time) to 5
(all of the time) to 10 items to determine the presence
or absence of severe psychological distress. Wellbe-
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ing, or the way individuals feel about their lives,
compared with the best or worst possible lives they
can imagine, was evaluated with an index based on
3 questions widely used to measure wellbeing4 and
scored on a scale from 1 to 10. Respondents were sub-
sequently categorized as flourishing (scores of 7 to
10), getting by (scores of 4 to 6), or suffering (scores
of 0 to 3). To measure burnout more precisely than
in the original 2017 study, the Mayo Clinic Physician
Burnout and Wellbeing Scale® was used, as developed
by physicians at Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minn.® Re-
spondents were asked to answer yes or no to 7 ques-
tions, with the number of “yes” answers indicating
their level of burnout.

In the 2017 study, self-reported use of alcohol
and recreational drugs was relatively low. In the 2019
study, more precise tools similar to those used in the
NSDUH’ were used to measure substance use. Re-
sponses regarding substance abuse and suicide ide-
ation, planning, and attempts were compared with
those of employed adults (= 25 years old) in the US
general population by use of data from the NSDUH,’
which is conducted annually among 70,000 US adults
on behalf of the NIH and also measures suicide ide-
ation, planning, and attempts.

To evaluate potential contributors to job satisfac-
tion among veterinarians, the study team devised a
scale to rate 14 dimensions of job satisfaction. Re-
spondents were asked to rate their agreement or dis-
agreement with each of these dimensions as follows
using a 6-point Likert scale, where 6 represented
strongly agree and 1 represented strongly disagree.
For analysis purposes, responses were converted to
a 10-point scale.

1. Absorption: I am often intensely focused on my
work and time goes by quickly.

2. Autonomy: I decide how I structure my work and
how the work gets done.

3. Contribution: My work makes a positive contri-
bution to other people’s lives.

4. Coworkers: I have a warm, friendly, and support-
ive relationship with my coworkers.

5. Enjoyment: I am enjoying the work that I do.

6. Flexibility: I have flexible work hours and can de-
termine the amount of work I do.

7. Fair pay: I think that I am paid fairly and ade-
quately for my work.

8. Invested: I am invested in my work and take pride
in doing a good job.

9. Invigorated: I feel invigorated after working with
clients.

10. Learning: I often learn something new at work.

11. Negative climate: A coworker or supervisor is
creating a negative work environment.

12. Position/promotion: I am satisfied with my posi-
tion and promotion opportunities.

13. Supervisor: My supervisor treats me with respect
and values my work.

14. Work-life balance: I have a good balance between
my work life and my personal life.
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Statistical analysis

Multiple regression analysis was performed to
identify which of all surveyed attributes had the
strongest associations (ie, largest measures of asso-
ciation) with high levels of wellbeing (ie, with flour-
ishing), serious psychological distress, high burnout
scores, and high job satisfaction scores. Values of
P < 0.05 were considered significant; most associa-
tions had values of P < 0.01.

Respondents

During the survey period, nearly 3,000 veterinar-
ians responded to the survey invitation, and a net of
2,874 sets of usable responses was collected, repre-
senting 14.4% of all invited veterinarians. Responses
were weighted on the basis of age, gender, and region
of residence to ensure that respondents were repre-
sentative of US working veterinarians. The statisti-
cal margin of error at the 95% confidence level was
within 1.80%.

Key Insights

Wellbeing of veterinarians as a whole was un-
changed from the study conducted 2 years earlier.
Although the mental health of respondents as a
whole was statistically similar to that found in the
earlier study,! serious psychological distress was
more prevalent among female veterinarians than
found in the earlier study (8.1% vs 6.3%). There also
was some evidence that veterinarians are develop-
ing a more positive attitude toward peers with men-
tal illness.

On average, veterinarians experienced higher
rates of burnout than did physicians, despite working
substantially fewer hours per week. Suicide ideation
and planning were more prevalent among veterinar-
ians than nonveterinarians, and veterinarians were
2.7 times as likely to attempt suicide as were nonvet-
erinarians. Alcohol use, including binge drinking,
among veterinarians was consistent with that found
in the adult general population. Recreational drug use
was uncommon among veterinarians; cannabis use
by veterinarians was significantly lower than among
nonveterinarians.

Although 70% of veterinarians considered cyber-
bullying and vicious online reviews a critically im-
portant issue facing the profession, reports of cyber-
bullying or vicious reviews were less common than
expected, with approximately 1 in 5 veterinarians
reporting having received a vicious online review in
the past year. Those who spent less time on social
media had less exposure to cyberbullying or vicious
reviews.

Similar to findings of the 2017 study,! slightly
more than half (52%) of veterinarians would not rec-
ommend the profession to a friend or family member.
Financial issues were the major concern—the high
cost of becoming a veterinarian combined with low
salaries.
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Summary of Findings
Wellbeing

As indicated by proportions of veterinarians who
were categorized as flourishing, getting by, or suffer-
ing, no significant changes in veterinarian wellbeing
were evident between 2017 (58.3%, 32.6%, and 9.1%,
respectively; n = 3,540) and 2019 (56.0%, 34.6%, and
9.4%, respectively; 2,871). As in the 2017 study,' young-
er veterinarians had the lowest level of wellbeing (as
assessed by percentages of respondents categorized as
flourishing), and older veterinarians had the highest.
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Wellbeing was similar across all practice types,
except for food animal veterinarians, who on average
had higher levels of wellbeing (Figure 1). This held
true for female food animal veterinarians as well as
their male counterparts. Food animal veterinarians
also had higher levels of wellbeing than did nonprac-
ticing veterinarians. Also consistent with findings of
the 2017 study,! compared with the overall percent-
age of respondents categorized as flourishing, per-
centages were lower for veterinarians who worked
evenings, weekends, and holidays and those dissatis-
fied with the number of hours worked (Figure 2).

53.6% 58.5%

9.6% ity 8.8%
Companion animal Equine Nonpractitioner
(n=1,714) (n =105) (n = 579)

Getting by =Flourishing

Figure |—Percentages of veterinarians who responded to the survey in the 2019 MAH Veterinarian Wellbeing Study |l whose
wellbeing scores suggested they were suffering (scores of 0 to 3), getting by (scores of 4 to 6), or flourishing (scores of 7 to 10),

overall and by practice type.
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Figure 2—Percentages of the respondents of Figure | in the 3 wellbeing categories, overall and by times and number of hours

worked. See Figure | for remainder of key.
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Multiple regression analysis revealed that the at-
tributes having the strongest associations with high
levels of wellbeing were enjoying work, having good
work-life balance, spending time with family and
friends, working in an invigorating work environ-
ment, and being satisfied with income. Attributes as-
sociated with low wellbeing (ie, suffering) included
having a personality high in neuroticism, high levels
of student debt, and being younger.

Mental health

Although the overall prevalence of serious psy-
chological distress among veterinarians did not
change significantly between 2017 and 2019, the
percentage of female veterinarians with serious psy-
chological distress increased from 6.3% (119/1,889)
to 8.0% (138/1,721; Figure 3). Again, more young vet-
erinarians had serious psychological distress than did
older veterinarians (Figure 4). Interestingly, serious
psychological distress was nearly nonexistent among
both male (0.7% [1/149]) and female (1.7% [1/58])
food animal veterinarians.

Multiple regression analysis revealed that the
attributes most strongly associated with serious
psychological distress were personalities high in
neuroticism and high levels of student debt. Attri-
butes most strongly associated with positive men-
tal health included enjoying work, good work-life
balance, spending time with family and friends,
being older, having a family, and satisfaction with
income.
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The gap in mental health treatment observed in
2017 remained in 2019 between those who needed
such treatment and those who were receiving it.
Of those with serious psychological distress, 51.9%
(95/183) did not receive treatment in the past year,
459% (84/183) did receive treatment, and 2.2%
(4/183) preferred not to answer.

In addition, although veterinary organizations
have invested heavily in wellbeing and mental health
resources, these resources were lightly used. Only
12.0% (345/2,874) of all respondents, including
15.8% (29/183) of those with serious psychological
distress, had accessed any organizational materials.
Resources available from AVMA were used most, by
70.4% (243/345) of those who had accessed any orga-
nizational materials. Although AVMA resources were
among the most highly rated, only 42.8% (104/243) of
those using them said they found them useful.

Another obstacle to mental health treatment is
awareness or availability of insurance coverage or
employee assistance programs. Forty-four percent
(1,035/2,369) of respondents reported that their
health insurance covered mental health treatment;
most (46.7% [1,107/2,369]) of the remainder indicat-
ed not knowing whether it did. Employee assistance
programs appeared uncommon among respondents’
workplaces; only 27.1% (778/2,874) of veterinarians
said their employer offered them. Nearly half (47.9%
[1,377/2,874]) said such programs were not available.
A fourth of respondents (25.1% [720/2,874]) indicated
not knowing whether their employers offered them.

2017 Overall
(n=3,517)

2017 Male
(n =1,615)

2017 Female
(n=1,878)

m Distressed mNot distressed

Figure 3—Percentages of the respondents of Figure | (2019) and of the original MAH Veterinary Wellbeing Study' (2017)
categorized as having serious psychological distress or no such distress.
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Burnout

Responses to the 7-point burnout assessment tool®
for veterinarians in 2019 were compared with those
for physicians and employed adults in the US general
population in 2017.° The percentage of respondents sat-
isfied with work-life balance was similar between phy-
sicians (42.8% [2,056/4,809]) and veterinarians (39.6%
[1,132/2,858]) and was lower than that of the general
population (61.3% [3,298/5,376]). However, veterinar-
ian burnout scores were nearly 40% higher than physi-
cian burnout scores (mean score, 3.10 vs 2.24, respec-
tively). Both values were higher than the
mean score for other employed adults

the difference between populations was not significant.
Overall, 75% (215/2,874) of veterinarians had used
cannabis within the past 30 days, compared with 9.9%
(1,963/19,828) of nonveterinarians. Use of other recre-
ational drugs was almost nonexistent.

Suicide ideation, planning, and attempts

Suicide has become a major concern in the vet-
erinary profession. Indeed, 89.1% (2,562/2,874) of re-
spondents in the MAH Veterinarian Wellbeing Study
II considered it one of the most critically important is-

67.7%

(2.00). Interestingly, the difference be- 73.0%
tween veterinarians and physicians was o
not a function of hours worked. Over- 1 1? 6%
all, 41.8% (2,207/5,276) of physicians 7.7%
worked > 60 h/wk, compared with 19.6% 7.2%
(380/1,934) of veterinarians, whereas 2 5.7%
only 6.4% (343/5,384) of other employed
adults worked these hours. 34 6.3%
The factors having the strongest as- 4.6%
sociations with burnout scores on mul- 5.7%
tiple regression analysis were lack of 5-10 5.4%
work-life balance, not enjoying work,
not finding work invigorating, and hav- 44 2.5%
ing personal conflict with 1 or more 2.5%
work associates. 0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0% 70.0%  80.0%
mUS employed adults = Veterinarians
Substance use (n =19,828) (n =2,874)

Binge drinking among veterinar-
ians was slightly lower than among
employed adults (= 25 years) in the US employed adults
general population (Figure 5), although NSDUH (19,828).
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(n = 679)
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Figure 5—Comparison of the distribution of mean instances of binge drinking
in the past 30 days as reported by the respondents of Figure | (n = 2,874) and
(72 25 years) in the US general population as reported in the

55-64
(n =670)

265

(n = 549) (n = 344)

mDistressed mNot distressed

Figure 4—Percentages of the respondents of Figure | categorized as having serious psychological distress or no such distress,

overall and by age group (y).
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sues facing the profession, along with stress levels of
veterinarians (91.9% [2,641/2,874]) and high student
debt (90.5% [2,602/2,874)).

Overall, 75% (an estimated 7,455/100,000) of
veterinarians indicated that they thought about kill-
ing themselves within the past year, which was more
than twice the percentage among employed adults in
the US general population (3.6% [3,600/100,000]). For
veterinarians, 1.4% (1,463/100,000) went to the point
of planning suicide, although < 0.2% (174/100,000)
actually attempted suicide, representing 2.7 times
the prevalence in the referent US general population
(0.6% [64/100,000]). It is important to note that sur-
vey methodology did not provide any insight into the
actual number or rate of suicides.

The most notable predictor of prior suicide at-
tempts on multiple regression analysis was serious
psychological distress as defined by the Kessler scale.

Cyberbullying

Overall, 705% (2,025/2,874) of veterinarians
considered cyberbullying and vicious online reviews
a critically important issue facing the profession;
12.1% (349/2,874) reported having experienced cy-
berbullying and 20.4% (586/2,874) a vicious review
in the past 12 months. The amount of time spent on
social media was reflected in the prevalence of cy-
berbullying or vicious reviews in the past year, with

veterinarians who spent less time having a lower
prevalence.

Job satisfaction

The 2 dimensions generating the strongest agree-
ment among the 14 evaluated dimensions of job sat-
isfaction were “I am invested in my work and take
pride in doing a good job” and “My work makes a pos-
itive contribution to other people’s lives” (Figure 6).
This finding suggested that veterinarians in general
like the actual work that they do and that other fac-
tors may contribute to lower overall job satisfaction.

On multiple regression analysis, the 4 dimen-
sions associated with the highest levels of job satis-
faction were good work-life balance, enjoying work,
being paid fairly, and having a supportive relationship
with coworkers. Of these predictors, good work-life
balance and being paid fairly received the lowest en-
dorsement and lowered overall job satisfaction.

Interestingly, employment compensation meth-
od did not appear to contribute to job satisfaction,
wellbeing, or mental health. Respondents employed
in practice were nearly evenly split between those
paid on a production basis or by salary (with or with-
out the possibility of a performance bonus). Levels of
satisfaction with the various compensation methods
were similar, with low proportions indicating dissat-
isfaction (Figure 7).

Tincested 89  Attitude toward the veterinary
Contribution 8.3 profession
L_eam'"g 1B When respondents were asked
Enjoyment 7.6
—— 7.8 whether they would re.comrnend a
Gowotiter 7 veterinary career to a friend or fam-
RiitohGiTy — ily member, only 32.6% (936/2,874)
Bostiion-orpromotion 6.6 said yes, identical to the percentage
FRIFFEY 6.3 in the 2017 study.! Overall, 42.6%
Supervisor 5.9 (1,223/2,874) of respondents said they
Work-life balance 5.9 would not recommend the profession
Invigorated 5.8 and 24.9% (715/2,874) were undecided.
Flexibility 5.1 When those who were undecided were
Negative climate 51 asked to choose between recommend-
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 s 10 ing or not recommending the profes-
Mean score sion, a net of 48.0% (1,380/2,874) said

Figure 6—Mean ratings of 14 dimensions of job satisfaction by the respondents
of Figure | (n = 2,874). Responses were converted to a 10-point scale, where |
represented strongly disagree and |0 represented strongly agree.

they would recommend it and 52.0%
(1,494/2,874) said they would not. The
overall attitude of physicians was simi-

Salary with potential bonus (n = 213) 12%
Production or commission only (n = 80) 5%

0% 10% 20%

= Extremely satisfied mSomewhat satisfied = Neither

30%

tisfied or di

40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

tisfied mSc hat dissatisfied =Extremely dissatisfied

Figure 7—Percentages of the respondents of Figure | categorized by their level of job satisfaction.
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Mental health treatment helps veterinarians lead normal lives

Veterinarians are caring toward those with mental iliness

Mental health treatment is accessible

| feel comfortable discussing mental health topics with other
veterinarians

If needed, | would be comfortable taking time off to seek mental
health treatment

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0% 70.0% 80.0% 90.0% 100.0%

mAgree m Neutral Disagree

Figure 8—Percentages of the respondents of Figure | (n = 2,874) who agreed with, were neutral toward, or disagreed with

various statements regarding attitudes toward mental health.

100.0% - worked with (vs without) a financial
90.0% - planner also had significantly higher
80.0% 1 & : levels of wellbeing.
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50.0% A The MAH Veterinarian Wellbeing
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. o nal 2017 study and added several new
30.0% 1 7.3 insights into veterinarian wellbeing and
20.0% 1 mental health. Clearly, more than half of
10.0% - veterinarians were mentally healthy and
0.0% - had high levels of wellbeing. They were
Flourishing Getting by Suffering Not distressed  Distressed invested in, and took pride in, their work
(n =1,609) (n = 995) (n =270) (n=2677) (n = 183)

and felt it contributed to the common

Figure 9—Percentages of the respondents of Figure | (n = 2,874) with stress good. Unfortunately, not all veterinar-
management plans, categorized by wellbeing level or whether they had serious jans were thriving, particularly younger

psychological distress. See Figure | for remainder of key.

lar, with 51% of physicians recommending and 49%
not recommending their profession in a 2018 survey.?
When asked in an open-ended question why they
would not recommend the veterinary profession, the 2
most common responses were high student debt (50.2%
[611/1,216)) and low pay (45.2% [550/1,216]); the third
most common reason was stress (29.4% [358/1,216)).

Attitude toward mental illness

Overall, 683% (1,964/2,874) of respondents
agreed that mental health treatment helps veterinar-
ians lead normal lives. Other responses suggested
that many veterinarians feel comfortable discussing
mental health (Figure 8).

Self-care

Respondents who indicated that they had a stress
management plan had a lower prevalence of serious
psychological distress and a higher prevalence of well-
being than did other respondents (Figure 9). Only
3.3% (36/1,100) of respondents who worked with a
financial planner were classified as having serious psy-
chological distress, compared with 9.3% (111/1,188) of
those without a financial planner. Respondents who

JAVMA | JUN1,2020 | VOL 256 | NO. 1

veterinarians. When serious psycho-
logical distress was present, it was more
common among younger, female veterinarians. Many
veterinarians were not getting the help they needed.
Wellbeing resources made available by veterinary orga-
nizations such as the AVMA were not widely accessed.
Veterinary medicine is a stressful profession, as
evidenced by high rates of burnout. Stress in veteri-
narians was considered the most critically important
issue facing the profession by 92% of respondents.
Financial stress in the form of high student debt and
low incomes and poor work-life balance were major
contributors. The fact that over half of veterinarians
would not recommend the profession is sobering.
There are many things that both individuals and
veterinary organizations can do to address the issues
facing the profession as elucidated in the MAH Veteri-
narian Wellbeing Study II. On the basis of the results,
we make the following recommendations.

Recommendations

Bring distress and mental health front
and center

Although most respondents agreed with or had
a neutral response to statements about mental health
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and treatment, the stigma associated with these fac-
tors unquestionably remains. Such stigma can be
reduced if mental health is addressed during in-hos-
pital meetings and other gatherings of veterinarians.
During team meetings, acknowledge that veterinary
medicine is a stressful profession and that feelings of
burnout are common. Group discussion will demon-
strate to those feeling overwhelmed that they are not
alone and give them permission to acknowledge their
feelings.

Periodically inviting local mental health profes-
sionals to address team meetings will also make local
resources more familiar to team members. Associate
veterinarians and other employees could be given
permission to schedule meetings with counselors—
even during work hours—when needed. In addition,
several tele-behavioral health resources are now
available that individuals can access on their own
time (eg E-counseling.com).

Create a stress management plan

Given that stress is endemic to veterinary medi-
cine and other health professions, it is important for
each individual to have a stress management plan.
Indeed, veterinarians with such a plan in the MAH
Veterinarian Wellbeing Study II were less likely to
experience serious psychological distress and more
likely to be flourishing. Online resources are avail-
able that provide techniques for dealing with stress
(eg, vetwellbeing.com and avma.org/resources-tools/
wellbeing).

Balance work and healthy activities

The value of a good balance between work and
healthy, nonwork activities was repeatedly supported
by the study findings. Good work-life balance contrib-
utes to higher wellbeing, less serious psychological
distress, less burnout, and higher job satisfaction. As
also identified in the 2017 study, spending time with
family and friends were among the nonwork activi-
ties with the greatest positive impact. Other activi-
ties included exercising, having a hobby, traveling for
pleasure, and reading for pleasure.

Engage a financial planner

Given the prevalence of burdensome student
debt and the huge impact of financial stress on
veterinarians, it is prudent to seek professional fi-
nancial advice. Veterinarians who worked with a
financial planner were only a third as likely to ex-
perience serious psychological distress and had
significantly higher levels of wellbeing, compared
with those without a financial planner. For those
with student debt, the VIN (Veterinary Informa-
tion Network) Foundation Student Debt Center pro-
vides many resources (vinfoundation.org/resources/
student-debt-center). Other resources are also avail-
able (eg, avma.org/membership/SAVMA/financing-
your-veterinary-medical-education and vmae.org/
veterinary-debt-initiative).
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Fee-based financial planners are advisors who
charge only for their professional services and are
not affiliated with firms whose goal is to sell invest-
ment vehicles or other services. Fee-based financial
planners can be found through the National Asso-
ciation of Personal Financial Advisers (NAFPA.org).
For those who cannot afford a financial adviser, pro
bono resources are available from the NAPFA Foun-
dation (napfafoundation.org), Financial Planning As-
sociation (onefpa.org/advocacy/Pages/Pro_Bono_
Financial_Planning.aspx), and National Foundation
for Credit Counseling (nfcc.org).

Limit time on social media

Spending more than an hour a day on social me-
dia was negatively associated with wellbeing and
mental health in the both the 2017 and 2019 studies.
Also, those who spent less time on social media had
less exposure to cyberbullying or vicious reviews.
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In Times of Crisis

If you suspect someone may be a danger to themselves or
others, dial 9-1-1.

To contact the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline, dial
1-800-273 TALK (8255).

Type "mobile crisis” into your computer search engine for as-
sistance with a mental health crisis in virtually every community.

Text “Hello” to 741741 for access to a trained crisis counselor.
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