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Abstract

Background: The problems of burnout and the moral and ethical distress resulting from various kinds of conflict
have been raised in the veterinary profession. However, their sources and inter-relationships have not been
thoroughly recognized mainly due to the multidimensional nature of human interactions related to animal
breeding, farming, welfare, prophylaxis and therapy. For the first time in Poland, an analysis of conflict and conflict-
causing factors in veterinary practice has been conducted with the participation of veterinarians of various
specialties and the owners of different animal species.

Results: Conflict in the course of work is most often experienced by young veterinarians. The problems associated
with communication between veterinarians and animal owners and unforeseen random situations are the general
causes of conflict. Approved Veterinarians were identified by animal owners as the most common professional
group associated with the conflict experienced .

Conclusions: There is a lack of professional preparation by veterinary surgeons to cope with unpredicted stressful
situations at work, resulting from an absence of appropriate educational input in this area. The animal owners do
not understand the role and duties of Approved Veterinarians.
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Background
According to the Strategy of the Federation of Veterinar-
ians of Europe [9] for the years 2015–2020, veterinarians
have had a key role in many high profile areas, including
animal health, animal welfare, food safety, environmental
protection, the sustainable keeping of animals and anti-
microbial resistance. As experts on animals and their needs,
they play a crucial role in nearly every aspect of human-
animal interaction [33]. According to data obtained from
Polish National Veterinary Chamber, the number of active
practicing veterinarians in Poland in 2017 was around 17,

600, which makes it one of the largest groups of veterinar-
ians in The European Union after Italy, Germany, Spain
and France [8]. Over 4700 veterinarians in Poland work
with farm animals, 7500 work with companion animals,
3200 veterinarians are employed full-time in permanent
positions in Veterinary Inspection which means working in
Chief, Provincial, District and Border Veterinary Offices
based on a vertical chain of command. They are called Offi-
cial Veterinarians. Veterinary Inspection also relies on the
work performed by Approved Veterinarians. They are self-
employed private veterinarians that are contracted by the
Provincial Veterinary Officers to perform particular official
activities, e.g. meat inspection; supervision of processing of
food of animal origin, animal welfare monitoring at the
level of production, transport and slaughter; carrying out
official controls in the framework of combating infectious
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diseases in animals, etc. within a specified period of time.
Their actions and decisions have legislative authority. There
are also 1500 veterinarians working in higher education,
550 in pharmaceutical companies, including representatives
working in the field of marketing and sale promotion, and
110 in the Polish army. With regards to the number of vet-
erinarians per 1000 population, Poland is ranked similarly
to France, Sweden and Croatia at the level of 0.2–0.27. This
is half as much as in Ireland, Denmark, Norway, Luxem-
burg, Portugal Slovakia and Spain where the number of vet-
erinarians per 1000 population ranges from 0.4 to 0.48.
Survey data published by FVE [8] shows that in The Euro-
pean Union, there are about 233,300 veterinarians, of which
approximately 186,000 are considered active. The number
of companion animals in Europe is estimated to be ap-
proximately 157 million. However, there are also 59 million
exotic animals, 417 million poultry, 360 million farm ani-
mals (cattle, pigs, sheep and goats), and 6 million horses.
Despite decreasing trends in livestock numbers in recent
years, the above description provides a basic evidence that
there are two numerically unequal groups, veterinarians
and animal owners who ostensibly share the same goals of
animal health and welfare. Unfortunately, both parties do
not often share a vision about how these goals can be
achieved. The veterinarian’s responsibilities to animal
owners and clients may be tempered by those to the pa-
tient, i.e. when there is a need to report an animal owner to
relevant authorities [40]. Finally, conflicts in private veterin-
ary practice mainly result from the inability to reconcile the
differences between the veterinarian and the owner of the
animal. Therefore, most of the current debate and literature
revolves around normative, i.e. focused on the protection of
the animal patients, conflicts in veterinary clinics, especially
conflicts between the interest of the animal patient and the
interest of its owner [33]. The presence of an animal makes
the conflict-related nature of the relationship between two
independent parties more complicated. By assumption, the
veterinarian views the animal as a patient and his or her
education, experience and work are to fulfil professional
duties of care towards the animal. The animal owner fre-
quently displays a degree of anthropomorphic perception
of the animal or, on the contrary, an objectification of its
existence. These ambiguous attitudes influence the stan-
dards of animal welfare adopted by humans and some di-
chotomous attitudes permit the exploitation and welfare
violations against animals [35], e.g. obese dogs and cats suf-
fer due to the fact that they are overfed by their owners,
foxes and chinchillas spend their lives in tiny cages because
the market for fur coats exists and goose fattening is prac-
ticed to meet the demands of the connoisseurs of foie gras
all over the world. Nonetheless, the animal owner is not the
only source of challenge that occurs in veterinary practice.
A conflict may arise, e.g. as a result of a defect in feed for-
mula [11, 30, 38] which leads to the deterioration of animal

health and increased mortality or animal defects [2, 18]
and makes an animal defective as a subject of the contract
of sale. There are also feed producers or animal suppliers
who become a party to the conflict. Veterinarians also face
conflicts with different non-governmental organizations
that fight for animal rights and draw public attention to
animal welfare [36]. These kinds of conflicts are very chal-
lenging as they extend the sphere of the professional
involvement of the veterinarian and reach an ethical and
moral dimension leading not only to conflict itself but real
distress [25, 29]. In addition, ignorance of the specifics of
the work of veterinarians of various specialties often be-
comes a cause of friction. The Official Veterinarians consti-
tute a special group which is decreasing in numbers each
year according to FVE [9]. Veterinarians have been caught
up in debates over issues such as genetically modified or-
ganisms, the emergence of such diseases as bovine spongi-
form encephalopathy (BSE), avian influenza, severe acute
respiratory syndrome (SARS), the increasing frequency and
destructiveness of extreme weather events and the loss of
wild species that are important both ecologically and as
food sources [32]. Generally, conflict and conflict-causing
factors which pertain to medical doctors, residents, support
staff or even students have been discussed in numerous
publications [15, 16, 19, 27, 34]. In contrast, data concern-
ing these problems in relation to veterinarians have not
been widely recognized and focus more on moral distress
and ethical context than the conflict itself. Few reports on
the conflicts in veterinary healthcare teams show the ex-
tremely complex nature of this problem. The manifestation
of negative attitudes including conflicting demands or even
ignoring conflicts have a negative impact on veterinary
team functions. Toxic environment is also indicated as a
factor that leads to relationship and task conflicts in veter-
inary practice [24]. However, in this area, more research at-
tention needs to be focused, especially on the functioning
of the veterinary team.
The aim of the study was to examine and analyse the

causes of the conflicts in the veterinary profession from the
perspective of both the veterinarian and the animal owner.

Methods
Questionnaire survey
In 2017–2018, a survey of two different groups was con-
ducted. One group consisted of veterinarians of various
specialties who were practicing in Poland and were regis-
tered by the Polish National Veterinary Chamber. The
other group consisted of animal owners of different spe-
cies. The respondents completed the survey anonymously
and voluntarily during different educational meetings. A
total of 500 surveys were distributed among the analysed
groups, 250 surveys among veterinarians, and 250 surveys
among animal owners.

Wojtacka et al. Irish Veterinary Journal           (2020) 73:23 Page 2 of 9



The questionnaire for veterinarians consisted of 13
questions. The first three questions served as supporting
information concerning the general characteristics of the
respondent, i.e. the type of work performed, gender, age
group, and the remaining questions concerned various as-
pects of the conflict that the respondents faced in their
professional work. Although they were close-ended ques-
tions, the” other” field gave the possibility to include one’s
own statements in some cases. In some of the questions,
respondents could select more than one answer.
The questionnaire for the animal owners consisted of

five close-ended questions with the “other” field as de-
scribed above. For one question, respondents could se-
lect more than one answer.
At the stage of survey distribution, no attempt was

made to specifically target either veterinarians or animal
owners because the study was designed to use an oppor-
tunistic sampling configuration [21].

Statistical analysis
The statistical analysis of the data collected from the veteri-
narians and animal owners was performed in contingency
tables, using Fisher’s exact test. Statistical significance was
defined as P < 0.05.

Results
The survey of veterinarians
The data are shown in Table 1. Two hundred and twelve
individuals responded to the survey (84.8% response rate).
The respondents came from all over Poland. The majority
of the veterinarians surveyed were employees in private
practice employed on the basis of a contract of employ-
ment or another form (31.4%) and the owners of veterin-
ary practices (28.6%). The others were Official and
Approved Veterinarians (10%) and sales representatives
working for pharmaceutical companies (11.4%). The vast
majority of respondents were male (64.2%) while women
accounted for 35.8%. The age of the most numerous
group of the respondents ranged from 25 to 35 (37.7%).
They were divided in terms of the frequency of conflicts
occurring in their workplace with 22.6% of respondents
declaring a conflict once a month, while a conflict occur-
ring once a week, once a quarter, and less frequently than
once a year was declared by 17% respectively for each re-
sponse. The answer “once in six months” was indicated by
15.1% of veterinarians and “once every two weeks” and
“once a year” by 5.6% of veterinarians for each answer.
Swine were identified as the group of animals that

were most often associated with conflict (38.5%). They
were followed by small animals (29.2%), poultry (21.5%),
ruminants (9.2%), and exotic animals (1.5%) while con-
flicts most often concerned the owners of the animals
(43.4%), workmates (15.8%) as well as feed suppliers and

Official Veterinarians (11.8% each), employers (10.5%)
and laboratories (1.3%).
Most of the veterinarians assessed their work as mod-

erately conflict-related (47.1%) and low conflict-related
(34%). They stated that the veterinary profession was
equally conflict-related when compared to other profes-
sions (58.5%) although 28.3% of veterinarians responded
that in their opinion more conflict was involved.
Despite the fact that animal owners undermined the

authority of the veterinarian occasionally (32.1%) and
rarely (30.2%) the majority of veterinarians (41,5%) al-
most always dwelled upon conflict experienced at work
during their private time. Undermining authority hap-
pened often in 20.7% of cases, always in 3.8% of cases
and 13.2% of veterinarians had never experienced such
an attitude. One-third of respondents believed that con-
flicts rather negatively affected their attitude towards
other people (33%). Another one-third (34%) thought in
the opposite way. Still, “yes” or “no” answers were given
by 13.2% of respondents in both cases.
The veterinarians indicated random situations (31.2%)

and too high expectations of animal owners (29.9%) as the
main causes of conflicts in their work. Feed quality defects
or animal defects e.g. cribbing in horses were pointed out
by 9.1 and 14.3% of respondents, respectively.
The respondents indicated that the conflict escalated

most often due to: lack of information and wrong conclu-
sions (30.8%), economic reasons (28.2%) and the willingness
of one party to show its superiority at all costs (23.1%). Cul-
tural, religious and social differences as well as one’s own
internal conflict over the situation played minor roles in the
process of escalation and account for 1.3% for both.

The survey of animal owners
The data are shown in Table 2. Two hundred individuals
responded to the survey (80% response rate). The re-
spondents came from three voivodeships in Poland.
When asked about the main reasons for their conflicts

with veterinarians, animal owners reported perceived poor
response to treatment (30%); the fact that feed producers
transferred feed quality defects to mistakes in veterinary
procedures and undermining the veterinarian’s authority
(24%); the fact that the veterinarian did not want to carry
out additional tests (18%); the veterinarian showed his or
her superiority (16%) and charged excessively for his/her
services (10%).
The vast majority of responding animal owners believed

that the work of a veterinarian was low conflict-related
(78%) and only 22% stated it was moderately conflict-
related. None of the animal owners replied that it was high
conflict work.
When asked about the most common specialty of veter-

inarian they had had a conflict with, 64% of animal owners
reported an Approved Veterinarian. This was followed by
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Table 1 Survey responses given by veterinarians

Questions and answers n
(answers
received)

Percent

Q1a. What is the type of your employment?

Owner of veterinary practice 80 28.6%

Employee in veterinary practice 88 31.4%

Approved Veterinarian (self-employed,
nominated by District Veterinary Officer
for official activities, e.g. meat inspection)

28 10%

Official Veterinarian (employed full-time
in Veterinary Inspectorate)

20 7.1%

Employee in a veterinary laboratory 4 1.4%

Representative of a veterinary
pharmaceutical company working
for marketing and sale promotion

32 11.4%

Employee in veterinary drugs warehouse 0 0%

Employee in a plant producing feed for
poultry, swine or cattle

12 4.3%

Employee in the company involved
in animal sale and purchase

8 2.9%

Other 8 2.9%

Q2. What is your gender?

Female 76 35.8%

Male 136 64.2%

Q3. Select your age.

25–35 80 37.7%

36–45 44 20.8%

46–55 48 22.6%

56–65 40 18.9%

Over 65 0 0%

Q4. How often do you encounter
conflicts at work?

At least once a week 36 17%

Once every two weeks 12 5.7%

Once a month 48 22.6%

Once a quarter 36 17%

Once in six months 32 15.1%

Once a year 12 5.7%

Less than once a year 36 17%

Q5.a Which animal groups do conflicts
most often involve?

Exotic animals 4 1.5%

Wild animals 0 0%

Companion animals 76 29.2%

Ruminants 24 9.2%

Horses 0 0%

Swine 100 38.5%

Fur animals 0 0%

Poultry 56 21.5%

Table 1 Survey responses given by veterinarians (Continued)

Questions and answers n
(answers
received)

Percent

Q6.a With whom does the conflict arise?

Animal owner 132 43.4%

Employer 32 10.5%

Workmate 48 15.8%

Animal supplier 0 0%

Feed supplier 36 11.8%

Laboratory 4 1.3%

Official Veterinarian 36 11.8%

Other 16 5.3%

Q7. How do you assess your work in terms
of conflict-causing factors?

Low conflict 72 34%

Moderate conflict 100 47.1%

High conflict 40 18.9%

Q8. How do you assess your work in terms
of the number of conflicts when compared
to other professions?

Less conflicting 10 4.7%

Equally conflicting 124 58.5%

More conflicting 60 28.3%

Definitely more conflicting 18 8.5%

Q9. Do you often think about your conflict
from work in your private time?

Practically always 88 41.5%

Occasionally 60 28.3%

Rarely 60 28.3%

Not at all 4 1.9%

Q10. Does the conflict party often questions
your authority?

It has never happened to me 28 13.2%

Rarely 64 30.2%

Occasionally 68 32.1%

Often 44 20.7%

Always 8 3.8%

Q11. Do you think that conflicts in your
work negatively affect you and your
attitude towards other people?

No 28 13.2%

Rather no 72 34%

Rather yes 70 33%

Yes 28 13%

I have no opinion 14 6.6%

Q12.a What is the most important source
of conflicts at your work?

Too high expectations of animal owners 92 29.9%

Failure in feed quality by its supplier 28 9.1%
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a veterinarian employed by a feed producer or animal sup-
plier (25%), an independently practicing veterinarian (8%)
and Official Veterinarian (3%). The conflict itself, accord-
ing to the animal owners, usually occurred less than once
a year (52%), once every six months (24%) or once a year
(22%). It mainly concerned poultry (55.2%), swine (28.6%),
and only involved companion animals (9.5%) and rumi-
nants (6.7%) to a small extent.
In relation to two similar questions asked to both the

veterinarians and animal owners statistically significant
differences (P < 0.05) were found in terms of the
conflict-causing factors in the veterinarian’s work (Fig. 1)
and the reasons of conflict in terms of the groups of ani-
mals that conflicts most often involve (Fig. 2).

Discussion
Since the 1950s, veterinary work has expanded from be-
ing concerned with the health and diseases of individual
animals, to groups of animals (herd and flock health),
human health (veterinary public health), business eco-
nomics (which grew out of herd health), and, since at
least the 1990s, the ecosystems that are the context for
the health and wellbeing of all animals and humans
(ecosystem health), [32]. The congested and lengthy cur-
riculum of undergraduate studies in veterinary medicine
in Poland has been focused on theoretical and practical
approaches to prepare new veterinarians to enter the
market. It has been developed by different governing
bodies that assume that the ‘product’ of a vocational de-
gree course such as Veterinary Medicine should be a
competent professional equipped for their first day in
practice [17]. Nevertheless, more attention has recently
been paid in Poland to lifelong learning of veterinarians

and the voluntary score collection program which was
implemented by the National Veterinary Chamber to en-
courage veterinarians to upgrade their knowledge and
skills systematically.
According to data published by FVE [8], the veterinary

profession is practiced by relatively young veterinarians
among whom 44% are aged under 40. This is in line with
the profile of respondents surveyed in the current study
and recent research conducted in Poland on the group of
Veterinary Food Inspectors [37] and indicates that the con-
flict in professional work is experienced mainly by veteri-
narians at the beginning of their carrier path and employed
full time in a veterinary practice owned by another person.
In the opinion of veterinarians, a conflict situation occurred
in their workplace on average once a month. In the opinion
of the animal owners, conflict with a veterinarian occurred
less than once a year, which may be due to the fact that
apart from single pet owners, animals are generally the
means to implement business plans, and emotional in-
volvement in breeding and farming is not the main reason
for contacting a veterinarian to ask for his/her services [10].
The animal owners tend to forget that veterinarians funda-
mentally do not have the same responsibility to care for cli-
ents as for their patients [40]. Moreover, animal owners
pointed to poultry as the main source of conflict with the
veterinarian and, in their opinion, the perceived lack of
treatment effect was the most common cause of conflict.
At this point, attention should be drawn to the statistically
significant differences in the perception of animal groups
that caused the highest number of conflicts according to
veterinarians and animal owners questioned in the survey.
First, both parties indicated different animal species, i.e.
swine and poultry, respectively. According to Babińska
et al. [1] conflicts related to poultry are, in fact, the most
common subjects of ligation. The above suggests that con-
flicts related to swine, despite the fact that they occur rela-
tively often, can be resolved at the level of mediation
between both parties and are rarely finalized before a court.
Both, poultry- and swine-based conflicts between the ani-
mal owner and the veterinarian, as they concern large-scale
production, are in principle entangled by other parties. In
this context, the respondents representing veterinarians
and owners reported employees of feed suppliers, sales rep-
resentatives and animal suppliers as sources of conflict.
However, it should be noted that animal owners experi-
enced such conflicts twice as often as veterinarians who
assessed their work as moderately conflict-related, although
no more conflict-related than in other professions. The ani-
mal owners reported that the majority of conflict situations
arised in relations with an Approved Veterinarian who per-
formed duties appointed ex officio. In Poland in 2016 and
2017, there were more than 6000 veterinarians serving as
Approved Veterinarians, of which more than a half were
nominated for more than one activity. The Official Services

Table 1 Survey responses given by veterinarians (Continued)

Questions and answers n
(answers
received)

Percent

Failure in quality by animal supplier 44 14.3%

Random situations 96 31.2%

Other 48 15.6%

Q13.a What is the most common cause
of conflict escalation?

One party wants to show its superiority
at all costs (“mine on top”)

72 23.1%

Money 88 28.2%

Cultural, religious and social differences 4 1.3%

Emotional attachment of the owner to
the animal

36 11.5%

Lack of information and wrong conclusions 96 30.8%

Own internal conflict over the situation 4 1.3%

Other 12 3.8%
a Asterisks indicate questions to which more than one answer was possible
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protect human health through the prevention of zoonoses
and the hygienic control of foodstuffs, and by helping to
improve primary and secondary zootechnical production
and, thus the socioeconomic welfare of the population [22].
However, such a wide approach may be misunderstood by
the animal owners for many reasons, i.e. economic, social
and cultural constraints and perceptions that may present
obstacles to the establishment of a hygiene culture and a
commitment to veterinary public health (VPH), [39].
The results of the survey indicate that veterinarians al-

most always transferred the conflict to their private
sphere of life. Surveys conducted in the United Kingdom
in 2014 have shown that over 90% of veterinarians con-
sider their work to be stressful [6]. Numerous studies in
the field of work and family confirm the side effects of
stress resulting from conflict situations, as also affecting
colleagues, spouses, children and the entire community
with whom a person affected by professional stress
comes into contact with [28]. Nevertheless, when analys-
ing the results of the survey of Polish veterinarians, it
was also noted that conflict situations in their work had
not affected the perception of other people they had met
in their professional life, and authority had rarely been
questioned. This shows why, from the point of view of
animal owners, the work of a veterinarian was not very
conflict-related. However, some answers received from
veterinarians may indicate the predisposition of the re-
spondents to the occurrence of phenomena correlated
with stress. These were contradictory answers given to
the questions regarding the frequency of conflicts in
professional life, the fact of analysing the conflict in their
private time and declaring the lack of influence of these
two factors on the perception of other people. Studies
conducted in Australia have shown that veterinarians
described higher levels of depression, anxiety, stress and
burnout than the general population [13]. Bartram et al.

Table 2 Survey responses given by animal owners

n
(answers
received)

Percent

Q1. What is the main reason for conflicts
between the animal owner and the
veterinarian?

The veterinarian charge excessively for
his/her services

20 10%

The veterinarian doesn’t want to conduct
additional tests

36 18%

There are no treatment effects 60 30%

The animals must be treated frequently 0 0%

Feed producers attribute feed defects to
mistakes in veterinary procedures and
undermine the veterinarian’s authority

48 24%

Animal suppliers attribute animal defects
(e.g. cribbing in horses) to mistakes in
veterinary procedures and undermine the
veterinarian’s authority

0 0%

Veterinarians do not want to work during
the weekends

0 0%

Veterinarians talk about clients with
others

0 0%

Veterinarians show their superiority 32 16%

Veterinarians criticize animal owners 0 0%

Veterinarians are incompetent 0 0%

Veterinarians are rude and arrogant 0 0%

Other 4 2%

Q2. How do you assess the work of
veterinarian in terms of conflict-causing
factors?

Low conflict 156 78%

Moderate conflict 44 22%

High conflict 0 0%

Q3. Which veterinarian do you most often
have a conflict with?

Official Veterinarian (employed full-time in
Veterinary Inspectorate)

6 3%

Approved Veterinarian (self-employed,
nominated by District Veterinary Officer
for official activities, e.g. meat inspection)

128 64%

Independently practicing veterinarian 16 8%

A veterinarian employed by feed
manufacturer or animal supplier

50 25%

Q4. How often do you encounter conflicts
with veterinarian?

At least once a week 0 0%

Once every two weeks 0 0%

Once a month 0 0%

Once a quarter 0 0%

Once every 6 months 48 24%

Once a year 44 22%

Less than once a year 104 52%

Table 2 Survey responses given by animal owners (Continued)

n
(answers
received)

Percent

I have not had such a conflict so far 4 2%

Q5.a What animal groups do conflicts
most often involve?

Exotic animals 0 0%

Wild animals 0 0%

Companion animals 20 9.5%

Ruminants 14 6.7%

Horses 0 0%

Swine 60 28.6%

Fur animals 0 0%

Poultry 116 55.2%
a Asterisks indicate questions to which more than one answer was possible
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Fig. 1 Percentage share of the answers given by veterinarians and animal owners to the question: “How do you assess the work of veterinarians
in terms of conflict-causing factors?”. Asterisks indicate significant differences (P < 0.05)

Fig. 2 Percentage share of the answers given by veterinarians and animal owners to the question: “What animal groups do conflict most often
involve?”. Asterisks indicate significant differences (P < 0.05).
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[4] found unexpected outcomes and possible client com-
plaints and litigation were among the greatest contribu-
tors to work-related stress in veterinary surgeons in the
UK. Polish veterinarians declared their work was not very
conflict-related but admitted to transfer conflicts from
their worplace to the sphere of private life. Such conditions
may predispose veterinarians to the burnout syndrome that
was described by veterinarians from Australia, New Zea-
land, USA, UK and Belgium [26]. Moreover, as indicated
by studies conducted among veterinarians in Belgium, the
specialty had no effect on the frequency of burnout. It oc-
curs at a comparable level among veterinarians treating
companion animals, farm animals and in the so-called
mixed practices [12]. The respondents-veterinarians in the
current study reported that random situations, the exces-
sively high expectations of animal owners, the escalation of
the conflict caused by the lack of information, and drawing
incorrect conclusions were the main sources of conflicts.
The economic aspect was also highlighted and it is in
accordance with what has been repeatedly raised in the
literature in regard to bearing the costs associated with
veterinary care as a barrier between a veterinarian and the
animal owner [7]. Moreover, apart from the financial and
ethical dimensions of the conflict, there is also a conflict of
interest that can be different for the animal and the client
who pays for the treatment [5, 14, 31, 32]. Undeniably,
managing people and emotions in such complex cir-
cumstances requires practice, time and patience all at
once [20]. Actions to resolve the conflicts peacefully are
necessary, not only to satisfy the conflicting parties but
also to prospectively avoid mental health disorders and
related consequences.
The multidimensional impact of problems that be-

come a source of conflict in the work of veterinarians is
confirmed by the fact that in 2015 the vast majority of
veterinarians in Europe, including Poland, indicated that
Veterinary Schools did not equip graduates with suffi-
cient skills [8]. Moreover, the veterinary undergraduate
course has been described as having the potential to
stifle communication skills and emotional intelligence
[3], which are the main factors in stress management
and conflict handling [23]. The curriculum in Poland
does not include subjects devoted to stress or time man-
agement, approaches to difficult clients or social tech-
niques useful in conflict situations at work. The students
can follow the subjects related to management of veter-
inary practice or rules of the labor market but most of
them function as elective subjects receiving little inter-
est. Fundamental changes in the teaching program can-
not be implemented ad hoc and need thorough
planning. In addition, further research is required and
more data must be collected to characterize and authen-
ticate the root cause of the issue, i.e. the lack of training
of the graduate. Thus, if the Veterinary School does not

provide a curriculum corresponding to current demands,
then there is a role for organizations that should provide
resources such as lifelong learning and continuing pro-
fessional development workshops in verbal and non-
verbal communication and the maintenance of mental,
spiritual and emotional balance of veterinarians [20].

Conclusions
This study provides data to support the move towards the
inclusion of professional skills attributes including com-
munication skills and coping the mechanisms to deal with
stressful situations in the workplace in the undergraduate
curricula of veterinary medicine in Poland. Further re-
search in defining and implementing day one compe-
tences for veterinary graduates is required.
Animal owners show deficiencies in understanding the

role, tasks and responsibilities of veterinary surgeons ful-
filling official duties within the activities assigned to vet-
erinary public health.

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Authors’ contributions
JW drafted the manuscript, WG collected data, BW analysed statistically, JS
revised the document. All authors have read and approved the final
manuscript.

Funding
Not applicable.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets generated and/or analysed during the current study are
available from the corresponding author on request.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1Department of Veterinary Public Health, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine,
University of Warmia and Mazury in Olsztyn, Oczapowskiego St. 14, 10-718
Olsztyn, Poland. 2Department of Pathophysiology, Forensic Veterinary
Medicine and Administration, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, University of
Warmia and Mazury in Olsztyn, Oczapowskiego St. 13, 10-718 Olsztyn,
Poland.

Received: 4 October 2019 Accepted: 9 November 2020

References
1. Babińska I, Szarek J, Wojtacka J. Aspects of conflicts in animal breeding and

farming in the opinion of veterinary experts. Med Weter. 2006;26:1139–43.
2. Babińska I, Szarek J, Naumowicz K, Felsmann MZ, Sołtyszewski I, Dzikowski A.

Physical and legal defects of animals in the light of normative acts. Med
Weter. 2018;74:276–9. https://doi.org/10.21521/mw.6041.

3. Bartram DJ, Baldwin DS. Veterinary surgeons and suicide: influences,
opportunities and research directions. Vet Rec. 2008;162:36–40. https://doi.
org/10.1136/vr.162.2.36.

Wojtacka et al. Irish Veterinary Journal           (2020) 73:23 Page 8 of 9

https://doi.org/10.21521/mw.6041
https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.162.2.36
https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.162.2.36


4. Bartram DJ, Yadegarfar G, Baldwin DS. Psychosocial working conditions and
work-related stressors among UK veterinary surgeons. Occup Med. 2009;59:
334–41. https://doi.org/10.1093/occmed/kqp072.

5. Bourque T, Horney B. Principles of veterinary medical ethics of the CVMA
revision. 2016. https://www.canadianveterinarians.net/principles-veterinary-
medical-ethics-cvma. Accessed 11 Sept 2019.

6. Buzzeo J, Robinson D, Williams N. The 2014 RCVS survey of the veterinary
profession. Institute for Employment Studies, Brighton. 2014. https://www.rcvs.org.
uk/news-and-views/publications/rcvs-survey-of-the-veterinary-profession-2014/.

7. Coe JB, Adams CL, Bonnett BN. A focus group study of veterinarians' and
pet owners' perceptions of the monetary aspects of veterinary care. J Am
Vet Med Assoc. 2007;231:1510–8. https://doi.org/10.2460/javma.231.10.1510.

8. Federation of Veterinarians of Europe (FVE). Survey of the Veterinary
Profession in Europe. 2015. https://www.fve.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/
FVE-Survey-ALL-280416_AMENDED-April-2016.pdf. Accessed 20 Aug 2019.

9. Federation of Veterinarians of Europe (FVE). Strategy 2015-2020.
Veterinarians: caring for animals and people 2015. https://www.fve.org/cms/
wp-content/uploads/FVE_Strategy_2015_v2_web.pdf. Accessed 2 Sept 2019.

10. de Graaf G. Veterinarian’s discourses on animals and clients. J Agr Environ
Ethic. 2005;18:557–78. 10/1007/s10806-005-1802-0.

11. Grudzień W, Szarek J, Babińska I, Naumowicz K, Felsmann MZ.
Consequences of using rations with oxidized fats in poultry feeding. Med
Weter. 2018;74:93–8. https://doi.org/10.21521/mw.5964.

12. Hansez I, Schinz F, Rollin F. Occupational stress, work-home interference
and burnout among Belgian veterinary practitioners. Irish Vet J. 2008;61:
233–41. https://doi.org/10.1186/2046-0481-61-4-233.

13. Hatch PH, Winefield HR, Christie BA, Lievaart JJ. Workplace stress, mental
health, and burnout of veterinarians in Australia. Aust Vet J. 2011;89:460–8.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-0813.2011.00833.x.

14. Hernandez E, Fawcett A, Brouwer E, Rau J, Turner PV. Speaking up:
veterinary ethical responsibilities and animal welfare issues in everyday
practice. Animals. 2018;15:3–22. https://doi.org/10.3390/ani8010015.

15. Hillard RI, Harrison C, Madden S. Ethical conflicts and moral distress
experienced by paediatric residents during their training. Paediatr Child
Healt. 2007;12:29–35. https://doi.org/10.1093/pch/12.1.29.

16. Kälvemark S, Höglund AT, Hansson MG, Westerholm P, Arnetz P. Living with
conflicts-ethical dilemmas and moral distress in the health care system. Soc
Sci Med. 2004;58:1075–84. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(03)00279-X.

17. Laidlaw A, Guild S, Struthers J. Graduate attributes in the disciplines of
medicine. Dentistry and Veterinary Medicine: a survey of expert opinions
BMC Med Educ. 2009;9:28. https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6920-9-28.

18. Lipińska J, Szarek J, Przeździecka D. Physical effects in horses in the light of
legal regulations from the beginning, the turn, and the end of the XX
century. Med Weter. 2004;60:570–2.

19. Lomis KD, Carpenter RO, Miller BM. Moral distress in the third year of
medical school; a descriptive review of student cases reflections. Am J Surg.
2009;197:107–12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amjsurg.2008.07.048.

20. Lovell BL, Lee RT. Burnout and health promotion in veterinary practice. Can
V J. 2013;54:790–1.

21. Luborsky MR, Rubinstein RL. Sampling in qualitative research. Res Aging.
1995;17:89–113.

22. Marabelli R. The role of official veterinary services in dealing with new social
challenges: animal health and protection, food safety and the environment.
Rev sci tech Off int Epiz. 2005;22:363–71. https://doi.org/10.20506/rst.22.2.1403.

23. Michie S. Causes and management of stress at work. Occup Environ Med.
2002;59:67–72. https://doi.org/10.1136/oem.59.1.67.

24. Moore IC, Coe JB, Adams CL, Conlon PD, Sargeant JM. Exploring the impact
of toxic attitudes and a toxic environment on the veterinary healthcare
team. Front V Sc. 2015;2. https://doi.org/10.3389/fvets.2015.00078.

25. Moses L, Malowney MJ, Boyd JW. Ethical conflict and moral distress in
veterinary practice: a survey of north American veterinarians. J Vet Intern
Med. 2018;32:2115–22. https://doi.org/10.1111/jvim.15315.

26. Platt B, Hawton K, Simkin S, Mellanby RJ. Suicidal behaviour and
psychosocial problems in veterinary surgeons: a systemic review. Soc Psych
Psych Epid. 2012;47:223–40. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-010-0328-6.

27. Rathert C, May DR, Chung HS. Nurse moral distress: a survey identifying
predictors and potential intervention. Int J Nurs Stud. 2016;53:39–49. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2015.10.007.

28. Sathyanarayana RTS, Indla V. Work, family or personal life: why not all three?
Indian J Psychiat. 2010;52:295–7. https://doi.org/10.4103/0019-5545.74301.

29. Siess S, Marziliano A, Sarma EA, Sikorski LE, Moyer A. Why psychology
matters in veterinary medicine? Top Companion Anim M. 2015;30:43–7.
https://doi.org/10.1053/j.tcam.2015.05.001.

30. Szarek J, Zduńczyk Z, Jankowski J, Koncicki A, Andrzejewska A, Wojtacka J,
Babińska I. Effect of prolonged feeding of turkeys with a diet containing oxidized
fat on morphological lesions of internal organs. Med Weter. 2006;62:1366–70.

31. Tannenbaum J. Veterinary medical ethics: a focus of conflicting interests. J Soc
Issues. 1993;49:143–56. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1993.tb00914.x.

32. Waltner-Toews D. Eco-health: a primer for veterinarians. Canadian Vet J.
2009;50:519–21.

33. Weich K, Grimm H. Meeting the patient’s interest in veterinary clinics. Ethical
dimensions of the 21st century animal patient. Food Ethics. 2017;1:259–72.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41055-017-0018-0.

34. Wiggleton C, Petrusa E, Loomis K, Tarpley J, Tarpley M, O’Gorman ML, Miller
B. Medical students’ experiences of moral distress: development of a web-
based survey. Acad Med. 2010;85:111–7. https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.
0b013e3181c4782b.

35. Wilkins AM, McCrae LS, McBride EA. Factors affecting the human attribution
of emotions towards animals. Anthrozoos. 2015;28:357–69. https://doi.org/
10.1080/08927936.2015.1052270.

36. Wilkins DB, Houseman C, Allan R, Appleby MC, Peeling D, Stevenson P.
Animal welfare: the role on non-governmental organisations. Rev sci tech
Off int Epiz. 2005;24:625–38. https://doi.org/10.20506/rst.24.2.1595.

37. Wojtacka J, Wysok B, Szteyn J. Analysis of the factors influencing veterinary
food inspectors in Poland. Animals. 2020;10:884. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ani10050884.

38. Wojtacka J, Szarek J, Babińska I, Felsmann M, Strzyżewska E, Szarek-Bęska A,
Dublan K, Miciński J. Sodium carbonate intoxication on a chinchilla
(Chinchilla laniger) farm: a case report. Vet Med-Czech. 2014;59:112–6.
https://doi.org/10.17221/7322-VETMED.

39. World Health Organization (WHO), 2002. Future trends in veterinary public
health. In: Report of a WHO Study Group, 1–5 March, Teramo. WHO
Technical Report Series No. 907. 1999. https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/
handle/10665/42460/WHO_TRS_907.pdf;jsessionid=0055C3D8E189D3
8008DCE2533C975DBD?sequence=1. Accessed 21 Sept 2019.

40. Yeates JW. Response and responsibility: an analysis of veterinary ethical
conflicts. Vet J. 2009;182:3–6. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tvjl.2009.05.018.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Wojtacka et al. Irish Veterinary Journal           (2020) 73:23 Page 9 of 9

https://doi.org/10.1093/occmed/kqp072
https://www.canadianveterinarians.net/principles-veterinary-medical-ethics-cvma
https://www.canadianveterinarians.net/principles-veterinary-medical-ethics-cvma
https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/publications/rcvs-survey-of-the-veterinary-profession-2014/
https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/publications/rcvs-survey-of-the-veterinary-profession-2014/
https://doi.org/10.2460/javma.231.10.1510
https://www.fve.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/FVE-Survey-ALL-280416_AMENDED-April-2016.pdf
https://www.fve.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/FVE-Survey-ALL-280416_AMENDED-April-2016.pdf
https://www.fve.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/FVE_Strategy_2015_v2_web.pdf
https://www.fve.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/FVE_Strategy_2015_v2_web.pdf
https://doi.org/10/1007/s10806-005-1802-0
https://doi.org/10.21521/mw.5964
https://doi.org/10.1186/2046-0481-61-4-233
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-0813.2011.00833.x
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani8010015
https://doi.org/10.1093/pch/12.1.29
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(03)00279-X
https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6920-9-28
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amjsurg.2008.07.048
https://doi.org/10.20506/rst.22.2.1403
https://doi.org/10.1136/oem.59.1.67
https://doi.org/10.3389/fvets.2015.00078
https://doi.org/10.1111/jvim.15315
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-010-0328-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2015.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2015.10.007
https://doi.org/10.4103/0019-5545.74301
https://doi.org/10.1053/j.tcam.2015.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1993.tb00914.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41055-017-0018-0
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0b013e3181c4782b
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0b013e3181c4782b
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2015.1052270
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2015.1052270
https://doi.org/10.20506/rst.24.2.1595
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani10050884
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani10050884
https://doi.org/10.17221/7322-VETMED
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/42460/WHO_TRS_907.pdf;jsessionid=0055C3D8E189D38008DCE2533C975DBD?sequence=1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/42460/WHO_TRS_907.pdf;jsessionid=0055C3D8E189D38008DCE2533C975DBD?sequence=1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/42460/WHO_TRS_907.pdf;jsessionid=0055C3D8E189D38008DCE2533C975DBD?sequence=1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tvjl.2009.05.018

	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Questionnaire survey
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	The survey of veterinarians
	The survey of animal owners

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

