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This section of the survey also solicited respondents’
interest in a veterinary social work specialization or in
being interviewed regarding the human-animal bond.
These responses are summarized in Table 10.

Finally, this section of the survey included the open-
ended question, “What thoughts, concerns, questions,
or suggestions do you have regarding Veterinary Social
Work as a professional social work specialty?” This survey
item was answered by 40.7% of respondents. Nearly half
(45.8%) indicated that they thought there was “a definite
need” or that it would be beneficial, such as the response,
“I believe that with the growing dynamic that exists within
the human-animal bond, it will become an essential role
that we as a professional are not fully trained to deal with
properly. I believe that grief counseling, animal-hoarding
and other issues are growing in need to be addressed.”
One-quarter (25.0%) raised concerns about affordability,
expense, and funding. The need for additional information
prior to forming an opinion was cited by 20.8%. Another
20.8% were classified as “other,” with responses such

as “my concern is that the person(s) must be extremely
qualified” or “although I believe in the human-animal
bond, I think because of the potential for legal action
against the veterinary profession, the human-animal
bond will have grave consequences for the profession.”
Doubts about feasibility of implementation were raised
by 12.5%. In addition to believing a veterinary social work
specialization is necessary, 8.3% of respondents specified
that it would be an addition to therapy. These responses
include, “I believe it may be beneficial. I am fortunate to
have a personal therapist that is also an animal lover and
therefore, easier for them to be compassionate regarding
my professional concerns. I continue to see my therapist on
a weekly basis as a way to cope with the emotional aspects
of my job,” and “Having experienced compassion fatigue
and professional burnout myself, I obviously feel that is
a serious issue. I've gone through a lot of counseling and
still can’t practice in private practice because I can’t deal
with client expectations and financial limitations. Too bad
too—I was a great vet.”

Table 10
Interest in Veterinary Social Work or Participating in Interviews
1 - Not 5 - Very
interested 2 3 4 interested
Indicate your level of interest in hearing more about new specialization as it develops. 10.2% 22.0% 22.0% 25.4% 20.3%

Indicate your level of interest in contributing to the development of this specialization in

professional social work.

Would you be willing to be interviewed about your knowledge and experiences with the

human-animal bond?

25.4% 23.7% 20.3%  16.9% 13.6%

29.8% 15.8% 158%  26.3% 12.3%
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Implications

e results of this survey provide insight into
veterinarians’ perceptions regarding the utility
and feasibility of the VSW specialization, and they

highlight some areas of possible concern. The high rates
of “burnout” reported by veterinarians warrants further
exploration of the VSW specialization. Significant numbers
of respondents indicated that they had known someone
who left veterinary practice due to compassion fatigue,
as 28.8% knew another veterinarian who had done so,
and 30.4% knew a clinical technician who had left for this
reason. Given that some veterinarians also wrote that they
knew receptionists who had quit due to burnout, it seems
that emotional issues such as these affect the entire staff of
veterinary practices.

Several of the non-medical human needs and
issues encountered by veterinarians warrant further
exploration of the VSW specialization. For instance, 56%
of veterinarians indicated that they encounter financial
issues, poverty, high debt, or bankruptcy “often” or “very
often.” More than a quarter, 29.6%, indicated that they
frequently encounter excessive attachment to animals,
and a similar proportion, 28.8%, indicated that they
frequently encounter bereavement, grief, and loss issues.
Combined with those veterinarians who indicated that
they “sometimes” encounter these issues, these figures rise
to 89.9%, 78.8%, and 83.0%, respectively. Similarly, mental
health issues were sometimes or frequently encountered
by 70.7% of veterinarians, animal owner hospitalization by
64.4%, owner isolation by 55.2%, and animal collecting or
hoarding by 52.6%. The high rates at which these issues are
encountered point to the need for VSW services.

Opverall, veterinarians were extremely interested in the
availability of an on-call VSW. For clients, 84.7% indicated
that they were maybe or very interested; for staff, 79.6%
indicated this degree of interest. Interest in an in-house
VSW regularly available to clients or staff was generally
lower, with more than half of respondents indicating that
they were notinterested in this service. However, significant
numbers of veterinarians did indicate that they were maybe
or very interested in having a VSW regularly available for
their staffs (46.5%) or clients (40.7%). Veterinarians’ interest
in these services warrants further exploration.

Veterinarians were similarly divided in their levels of
interest in learning more about the VSW specialization as
it develops. This contrast is illustrated in Table 11. Rates
of interest are high enough to justify the establishment of
a VSW specialization. Future research should explore the
factors that contribute to veterinarians’ levels of interest
or disinterest in order to identify the characteristics of

those veterinarians who would benefit most from the VSW
specialization.

Table 11
Disinterest versus Interest
in Learning More or Contributing

Disinterest Interest
Interest in a_presentatlon on VSW during 31.6% 49.29%
a staff meeting
Intfarest in a workshop on the human- 31.6% 40.3%
animal bond for staff
Interest in hav‘mg a social worker hold a 421% 33.3%
focus group with staff
Intgrest in pemg offered some other form 34.5% 41.4%
of information or support
Interest in exploring other topics or
assistance that social workers can 39.7% 37.9%
provide
IntergsF in hearlng more about the VSW 3299, 45.7%
specialization as it develops
Interest in contributing to the 49.4% 30.5%

development of the VSW specialization

Interest in being interviewed about
knowledge and experiences with the 45.6% 38.8%
human-animal bond

The qualitative responses to the open-ended survey
questions provide further support for the need and utility
of the VSW specialization. Veterinarians indicated that
they were challenged by discussions with clients and by a
number of client behaviors. Responses to stressful events
encountered in their practices ranged from adaptive, such
as talking with others, engaging in hobbies, or spending
time in quiet reflection; to maladaptive, such as drinking
alcohol, internalizing stress, or swearing. Significant
numbers of respondents reported mood problems due
to stressful events, such as anxiety, depression, anger,
tearfulness, and self-blame. Several respondents indicated
that they attended weekly therapy in order to cope with
the stress encountered during their practices. Others cited
concerns for their physical safety and threatening client
behavior that necessitated contacting the police. These
disclosures are valuable in establishing the necessity of the
VSW specialization.

Responses to the survey questions concerning
patient deaths provided interesting information. Overall,
veterinary professionals experience the same emotions as
those reported by medical doctors and nurses regarding
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deaths of human patients. Euthanasias performed because
the owners cannot afford treatment, or for pet behavior
issues, routinely were cited as troubling. Unexpected
deaths produced feelings of failure, self-doubt, and
devastation, particularly when the veterinarian had a
special attachment to the pet or owner. Large majorities
of respondents described intense negative emotions and
mood disturbances, such as sadness, frustration, anxiety,
and panic. Again, it is clear that a VSW could serve as a
valuable and needed resource in helping to ameliorate
these conditions.

Finally, the question regarding veterinarians’ thoughts
on the VSW specialization provided rich information
regarding their interest and concerns. It is encouraging that
nearly half of respondents indicated that they thought the
VSW specialization would be beneficial. Concerns about
implementation included questions pertaining to how such
a service would be funded; it is likely that veterinarians’
interest in the VSW specialization would increase if they
could be convinced that the benefits to their practices
would outweigh the costs. A large number of respondents
indicated that they needed more information prior to
forming an opinion; it is likely that, if they were provided
with more detailed information, their confidence in the
VSW specialty would increase.

Conclusion

The present study provides evidence for the
recognition and support of VSW as a viable field of
practice. It clarifies the needs and interest level of
community-based veterinary practices, and validates the
need for delivery of social work services for both clients and
veterinary practitioners. Social workers have long assisted
people coping with grief and bereavement pertaining to
the loss of their pets; this study demonstrates the need for
a VSW specialization to provide enhanced education and
training opportunities for social workers interested in this
aspect of the human-animal bond. In addition, it provides
beginning evidence of the need for this specialization
within Michigan veterinary practices. A number of
veterinarians noted that social workers may be helpful,
and many described challenging circumstances in which
social worker services could make a contribution. As the
demand for some degree of social work services increases,
it is essential to expand field education opportunities and
specialized coursework to prepare dedicated social workers
to serve veterinary practitioners and their clients.




Appendix

Michigan State University School of Social Work
Veterinary Social Work Services Study

Survey of veterinarians, veterinary clinics, and other veterinary services

VETERINARIAN DEMOGRAPHICS 4. | What type of practice do you have? Check all that apply.
O Mobile clinic/client home-based
AND BACKGROUND INFORMATION O House calls
1. | Gender O Female QO Male 9 Smallanimals
QO Large animals
O Mixed practice
2. | Age yrs. O Emergency/urgent care
i i O Exotics, specify:
3. | In what year did you receive 19 or 200 pecity
your DVM? — S . .
- O Specialty referral; specify:
4. | How many years have you been in:
Clinical practice? Yk 5. | How often do you make house calls?
Your current practice? yrs. Q Q Q a Q
Never Rarely Sometimes Generally All the time
& Ar_e youa memper o the. J Yes O No 6. | Do you regularly make referrals to any of the following:
Michigan Veterinary Medical : = :
Association? MSU Veterinary Clinics/Teaching | Q Yes Q No
; ; : Hospitals Q0 Occasionally
6. | During veterinary medical Q Yes O No P
formal instruction or Q_ Occasionally
resources regarding the After-hours urgent care facility O Yes Q No
human-animal bond? d  Occasionally
If yes, how much? 7. | Indicate for which of the following types of clients you
Q0 One or more courses provide veterinary medical services. Check all that apply.
O One class session O Families with children
O Observation O Unattached/single adults
O Seminar/workshop(s) O Senior citizens
O Independent study or self-directed reading O Married/partnered adults
O Other, please describe: O Widowed adults
O College students
O Veterinary technicians
O Veterinary office support staff
O Veterinary students
O Social workers
O Breeders and handlers
a K-9 law enforcement team(s)
VETERINARY PRACTICE INFORMATION d Search and rescue team(s)
1. | Counties or zip code(s) served by your practice: O Service animal owners
P (s) vy P O Facility animal owners/handlers
O Therapy animal owners/handlers
O  Working animal owners/handlers
O Animal rescue organization members
2. | Approximately how many clients do you Q Animal shelter staff
currently have? (e.g., # in computer/files) QO Kennel/pet day care staff
A O Hunting/sporting dog owners
3. | Do ygu hayg staff in your Q Yes QO No O Other, please describe:
practice/clinic?
If yes, how many of each of the following?
Office support workers/manager 8. | How would you rate your level of ease/comfort/confidence
Licensed veterinary technicians (LVT) when you interact with clients in crisis or under stress?
Medical support staff d g g g g
PP 1 - Almost 2 3 4 5
Kennel/animal caretakers none Some Very
Interns 9. | What types of issues or discussions do you find most

Other, please describe:

challenging to have with clients?




VETERINARY PRACTICE EVENTS AND PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCES

1. | Have you known a colleague who left veterinary medical practice due to compassion fatigue?

Veterinarian 0 Yes O No
Clinical technician O Yes O No
Other, describe: Q Yes 0O No
2. | In your practice, how often do you discuss YOUR feelings after ] Q Qa a a
a patient’s death (either from euthanasia or from other causes)? | 1-Almost 2 3 4 5 - Almost
never Rarely Sometimes Often always
3. | In your practice, how often do you discuss your STAFF’s a Q Q a a
feelings after a patient’s death (either from euthanasia or from 1 - Aimost 2 3 4 5 - Almost
other causes)? never Rarely Sometimes Often always
4. | In your practice, how helpful do you think it would be for your Q a ) a a
staff to have another professional available to discuss their 1-Not atall 2 3 4 5 - Very
thoughts and concerns about patient deaths, client grief and helpful helpful
loss, or other client issues?

5. | In general, how do you personally respond to stressful events in your practice? Please specify:

6. | In general, how often do you and your staff discuss the highly a Q Q a a
stressful events? 1 - Never 2 3 4 5 - Always

7. | In general, how do you handle difficult human clients? For example, clients who create stress or strife for your staff.

8. | How helpful to you and your staff would it be to have a social Q a Qa ] a
work professional available to discuss challenging client 1 - Not helpful 2 3 4 5 - Very
behaviors and issues? helpful

9. | To what extent do you feel isolated from other veterinarians or a a a ] a
professionals? 1 - Not at all 2 3 4 5 - Very

isolated isolated

CLIENT LOSS AND GRIEF AFTER THE DEATH OF A PATIENT

1. | What do you or your clinic staff do when a client’s pet dies? Check all that apply.
Provide compassionate care

Provide in-clinic support prior to the pet’s death

Follow up contact by phone from veterinarian

Follow up contact by phone from staff other than the treating veterinarian

Send a sympathy card

Send a generic memorial item

Send a customized memorial item with the name of the pet

Make a charitable donation in the name of a pet

Other, please describe:

ooooodpoooo

2. | Do you have a list of counselors or psychotherapists to whom you can refer clients regarding the O Yes O No
loss of a companion animal?

3. | Do you have a particular counselor or psychotherapist you regularly refer grieving clients to for Q0 Yes O No
services or support?

4. | How do you support grieving clients? Please describe: 0 Yes O No

5. | Have you ever referred a bereaved client to the MSU Pet Loss Support Group or Pet Loss Hotline? 0 Yes O No

6. | Would you be interested in receiving a list of therapists to whom you can refer clients regarding the QO Yes O No
loss of a companion animal?




EUTHANASIA

1. | Regarding your clinic’s procedure or protocol for handling euthanasia:

Do you allow the human client to be present? Q Yes aQ No QO No longer offer it
Do you offer pre-euthanasia tranquilization? Q Yes QO No O No longer offer it
Do you offer home euthanasia? Q Yes Q No Q No longer offer it
Do you make arrangements for handling remains? Q Yes Q No O No longer offer it

If yes, who handles making arrangements for handling remains?
Please describe.

2. | How do you feel after performing euthanasia? Please describe.

3. | How do you feel after a non-euthanasia death of one of your patients? Please describe.

NON-MEDICAL NEEDS AND ISSUES AMONG HUMAN CLIENTS

1. | For the following non-medical human needs and issues, indicate how often you encounter each in your practice.

Needs or issues Unsure or 1 2 & 4 5
encountered in practice suspected Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often
Mental health issues Q a1 a2 a3 a4 as
Animal owner hospitalization Q a1 a2 Qs Qa4 Qs
Owner isolation a a1 a2 a3 a4 as
Animal collecting/hoarding a a1 a2 a3 a4 as
Si::\)rlm;g]yé:ynamlcs/chlld maltreatment/domestic 0 a1 Q2 a3 Qa4 05
Financial issues/poverty/high debt/bankruptcy a a1 a2 a3 a4 as
Bereavement/grief/loss issues a a1 a2 a3 a4 as
Substance abuse a a1 a2 a3 Q4 as
Housing issues/homelessness Q a1 a2 a3 a4 as
Hunger Q a1 a2 a3 a4 as
Munchausen by animal proxy Q a1 a2 a3 Q4 as
Literacy issues a Q1 Q2 Qa3 a4 as
Dog fighting/cock fighting Q a1 a2 a3 Q4 Qs
Excessive attachment to animal(s) a Q1 a2 a3 Q4 as
Other; specify: a a1 a2 a3 a4 as
Other; specify: a a1 a2 as3 a4 as




NON-MEDICAL NEEDS AND ISSUES AMONG HUMAN CLIENTS - continued

2. | Have you ever reported suspected or known:

Animal abuse O Yes QO No

Child abuse Q Yes 0O No

Elder abuse O Yes QO No

Domestic violence O Yes 0O No
3. | If any of the above issues arose, would you know where to make a report? O Yes O No
4. | Have you seen any cases that you thought resulted from abuse or neglect? O Yes O No
5. | Are you aware of the connection between animal abuse and domestic violence? O Yes QO No
6. | Are you aware of the connection between animal abuse and child abuse? O Yes O No
7. | When have you or would you report SUSPECTED animal abuse?

O As soon as | notice possible abuse

a  Will not report

O Other, describe:

Would you alert a community agency or a professional about possible domestic violence? O Yes O No

VETERINARY INTEREST IN SOCIAL WORK SERVICES

Would you or have you offered sanctuary for the pet(s) of a victim of domestic abuse so that the victim would be more willing or
able to leave an abusive situation?

Q Yes, | have O Yes, | would a No, no longer willing to 0 No, would/could not

1. | Would you be interested in having a social worker on-call for your clients? O Yes 0O Maybe 0O No O NA
2. | Would you be interested in having a social worker on-call for your staff? O Yes O Maybe 0O No O NA
3 Would you be interested in having a social worker regularly available at your clinic for OYes OMaybe ONo O NA
clients?
4 \S{\t/:ftf{l?d you be interested in having a social worker regularly available at your clinic for OYes O Maybe ONo QO NA
5. | How interested would you be in having a social worker come to your practice to offer the following:
Make a presentation during a staff meeting 9 1 - Not a-?2 as Q4 Q 5-Very
interested interested
Prepare a workshop on the human-animal bond for your staff D e a2 a3 a4 D DoV
interested interested
. Q 1-Not a 5- Very
Hold a focus group with your staff interested a2 Qs Q4 interested
Offer some other form of information or support for you and/or Q 1 - Not 0 2 03 Qa4 Q 5- Very
your staff interested interested
Talk with you or your staff to explore other topics or assistance Q 1 - Not Q 5- Very
. . ; a2 a3 a4 -
that social workers can provide interested interested
6. | What thoughts, concerns, questions, suggestions do you have regarding Veterinary Social Work as a professional social work
specialty?
7. | Indicate your level of interest in hearing more about this new Q 1-Not a2 Q3 Qa Q 5-Very
specialization as it develops. interested interested
8. | Indicate your level of interest in contributing to development of O 1 - Not Q 5- Very
. L L . . ; a2 a3 a4 -
this specialization in professional social work. interested interested
9. | Would you be willing to be interviewed about your knowledge and | O 1 - Not Q 5-Very
. . . ) a2 a3 a4 :
experiences with the human-animal bond? interested interested

Thank you for participating in this important research. Please submit your completed survey to: Veterinary Social Work Research,
P.A.W.S.E. Initiative * MSU School of Social Work « 254 Baker Hall « East Lansing, Ml 48824-1118 or fax to (517) 353-3038.

If you are interested in being interviewed, collaborating on research or being part of a focus group, please attach a business card
or provide contact information here: Your name Phone number.

Clinic name Address, City Zip
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