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Abstract

Retention of veterinarians in practice is critical to long-
term practice success. Understanding factors influencing 
satisfaction can provide information for practice managers to 
positively influence the work environment. The study objec-
tive is to identify potential factors influencing job and career 
satisfaction in veterinarians less than 10 years from gradua-
tion. Secondary outcomes include factors influencing current 
financial, physical, and emotional health. A cross-sectional, 
anonymous online survey with 82 complete responses was 
used for analysis. Respondents were representative of recent 
graduates and most respondents were satisfied with their job 
(83.0%) and career (84.1%). Both job and career satisfac-
tion were higher when respondents believed they received 
adequate recognition. Financial health was associated with 
technician-to-veterinarian ratio, adequate recognition, cur-
rent debt, and raise frequency. Physical health was associated 
with length at the current job and current debt. Emotional 
health was significantly associated with years at the current 
job, having held an internship, and technician-to-veterinarian 
ratio. In general, most veterinarians within 10 years of gradu-
ation were satisfied with their job and career choice. Several 
factors influenced job satisfaction, career satisfaction, and 
financial, physical, and emotional health. Understanding 
these factors can help employers and employees maintain a 
healthy working environment. 

Key words: veterinary career satisfaction; employee reten-
tion

Introduction

Understanding factors impacting overall job and career 
satisfaction within veterinary medicine is important for not 
only the future of the profession, but for the wellbeing of 
the clients they serve and the animals for whom they are 
responsible. Workload, educational debt-to-income ratio, 
and work-life balance all could impact job and career satisfac-
tion.2,6 Improved understanding of veterinary specific factors 
that influence satisfaction in recent graduates could facilitate 
changes to improve job satisfaction and employee retention. 
Several components of the job can influence overall satisfac-
tion, but little work has been done focusing on relatively 
recent graduates. Physical, emotional, and financial health 

are also important components of overall professional ca-
reer satisfaction. Despite the importance of these areas, only 
sparse data exists on factors influence these health aspects 
in recent graduates. 

Improved understanding of factors driving job satisfac-
tion, financial, emotional, and physical health could greatly 
assist in promoting a positive working environment. This 
information could improve employee retention and reduce 
the need for continued recruitment of highly skilled profes-
sionals. The objective of this research was to identify potential 
factors influencing job and career satisfaction in veterinar-
ians who graduated from Kansas State University’s College 
of Veterinary Medicine 10 or fewer years prior to the survey. 
Secondary outcomes include identifying factors influencing 
current financial, physical, and emotional health.

Materials and Methods

The survey instrument was designed by the research 
team and reviewed by the Kansas State University Institu-
tional Review board and deemed exempt from needing full 
IRB review. This survey was distributed through a listserv 
of Kansas State University College of Veterinary Medicine 
Alumni consisting of 1,416 alumni, and was first available 
on November 1, 2018. The target audience was practitio-
ners with no more than 10 years since graduation; thus, 
the email list was constructed with only those practitioners 
targeted and the survey description clearly described the 
target population. 

Primary study outcomes assessed current job and 
career satisfaction. These outcomes were assessed using a 
response scale adapted from a five-point Likert-type scale 
with 1 being extremely dissatisfied and 5 being extremely sat-
isfied. Secondary study outcomes included a self-assessment 
of current financial, physical, and emotional health. A similar 
response scale was utilized with 1 indicating very unhealthy 
and 5 indicating extremely healthy. To further analyze the 
data, the Likert-type scale responses were then grouped into 
2 categories with a response of 1, 2, or 3 being deemed as not 
satisfied/unhealthy, and a response of 4 or 5 being deemed 
satisfied/healthy. 

Two questions were asked for respondents to further 
descriptively evaluate job satisfaction: 1) if you could change 
1 thing to increase job satisfaction it would be:  and 2) what is 
your biggest current source of job satisfaction. Both questions 
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assessed the same series of response areas: compensation, 
time off work, relationships with co-workers/boss, relation-
ships with clients, community, types of cases, and other. 

The survey queried respondents on potential factors 
hypothesized to be related to satisfaction and health out-
comes. Factors assessed included: graduation year, gender, 
years worked in current workplace, current practice focus, 
practice role, current community size, numbers of veterinar-
ians and technicians in the practice, hours of CE attended, 
salary raise frequency, base salary (and method of pay), 
professional organization membership, hours worked per 
week, nights on call, receiving adequate recognition, student 
debt at graduation, and current student debt. Most factors 
were assessed on a closed question with independent choices 
except for questions with numerical answers which were 
entered as free text. 

Logistic regression models were used to determine 
potential associations among various survey responses 
and the outcomes of interest (job and career satisfaction, 
financial, physical, and emotional health). Univariate logistic 
models were created for each potential factor and the bino-
mial outcome of interest and a final multivariable model was 
performed using factors identified as associated with the out-
come variable with a significance level of P < 0.10. The final 
model was generated through an iterative process until only 
factors associated with the outcome at P < 0.05 remained. 
Both Akaike Information Criterion and Bayesian Information 
Criterion were applied in the model selection process. 

Results

Responses were received from 99 veterinarians en-
gaged in various career pathways within the profession, and 
after removing incomplete responses, 82 survey responses 
were included in the statistical analysis. Survey respondents 
were 63% female and 37% male, which is consistent with the 
data for 2018 US Employed Veterinarians in private practice 
of 59.9% female and 40.1% male.1  Among respondents, 92% 
work in private practice with 69% being associates and 60% 
working in communities larger than 10,000 people. The mean 
years since graduation among the survey respondents was 4.5 
years with a median of 5 years since graduation. The overall 
average debt at graduation was $129,265 and an average 
annual debt reduction of $7,607 per year since graduation. 

Respondents were asked to indicate what drives cur-
rent satisfaction and what would improve current satisfac-
tion levels. Current satisfaction was primarily driven by 
types of medical/surgical cases routinely encountered and 
relationships both with co-workers and clients. Respondents 
noted that time off from work and increased compensation 
would improve their current satisfaction. Table 1 shows the 
breakdown of possible categories and responses by overall 
percentage of respondents.  

Overall, 83.0% of respondents indicated that they 
were satisfied with their current job. The only survey vari-

able significantly associated with job satisfaction was the 
perception of receiving adequate recognition from current 
boss. Respondents who indicated they believed they were 
receiving adequate recognition were more satisfied (90.0% 
+/- 3.9) compared to those that did not believe they received 
adequate recognition (63.6% +/- 10.3).  

Within our data, 84.1% of respondents indicated they 
were satisfied with their career. Career satisfaction was 
significantly associated with adequate recognition and the 
time spent doing non-veterinary activities. Respondents 
who received adequate recognition were more likely to be 
satisfied in their career (92.2% +/- 3.6) compared to those 
who did not receive adequate recognition (70.6% +/- 11.5). 
Non-veterinary activities were defined in the survey as em-
ployee management, financial, and inventory; respondents 
who indicated they were satisfied with their career spent a 
lower percent of time (16.7%) in non-veterinary activities 
compared to those who indicated they were not satisfied 
with their career (31.7%).  

In the model evaluating financial health, technician-to-
veterinarian ratio, adequate recognition, level of current debt, 
and raise frequency were found to be significantly associ-
ated with the outcome. Our data indicated that 67.1% of the 
population self-indicated as financially healthy. The average 
technician to veterinarian ratio was categorized with the 
first category representing less than or equal to 1, the second 
greater than 1 but less than or equal to 1.55, the third greater 
than 1.55 but less than or equal to 2, and the fourth was the 
remainder. Respondents in the first 2 categories were more 
likely to report financial health (62%, 61.7%, respectively) 
compared to practices with higher technician to veterinarian 
ratios (7.4%, 27.1%). Respondents indicating they were fi-
nancially healthy were more likely (55.3% +/- 12.4) to report 
receiving adequate recognition compared to those stating 
they were not financially healthy (18.4% +/- 12.9). The level 
of current debt for those that indicated they were financially 

Table 1. Percent of respondents from the survey that indicated both 
current satisfaction drivers and drivers that would improve current 
satisfaction.

Current 
satisfaction (%)

Satisfaction 
improvement (%)

Community/geographic 
location

5 11

Compensation 13 25
Relationships with 
clients

20 6

Relationships with 
co-workers

21 9

Time away/off work 11 39
Types of cases/animal 
interactions

25 3

Other 3 5
Not listed 2 2
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healthy was found to be $61,551 (SD: 85,450.2) and those 
not financially healthy at $162,597 (SD: 120,996.6). Raise 
frequency was also found to be a significant influencer on 
financial health. The majority of the respondents (62.2%) in-
dicated receiving a raise annually or more frequently.  Among 
those that received a raise annually or more frequently, 71.0% 
indicated being financially healthy and those receiving a 
raise less frequently than annually, but within every 3 years, 
indicated 73.0% being financially healthy. 

Most (92.7%) of respondents self-reported as being 
physically healthy. The likelihood of reporting physical health 
was associated with years since graduation and current debt 
level. Average current debt for those reporting physical health 
was $91,092 (SD: 109,147) compared to those reporting not 
physically healthy of $159,166 (SD: 126,820). The average 
number of years that physically healthy individuals had been 
at their current job was 2.9 (SD: 2.22) years compared to 
those not physically healthy at 4.7 (SD: 3.02) years. 

Most respondents (85.3%) self-reported as feeling 
emotionally healthy, and this outcome was only associated 
with completing an internship. All respondents (100%) that 
completed an internship reported being emotionally healthy 
while only 83% of respondents that did not complete an 
internship and reported emotional health. 

Discussion

Understanding the factors that could impact satisfac-
tion for veterinarians early in their career is extremely im-
portant. Our data revealed potential factors associated with 
job and career satisfaction, as well as financial, physical, and 
emotional health statuses. An Australian study of veterinar-
ians from entry to 10 years after graduation reported that 
69% of veterinarians in a mixed practice said they would 
choose to be a veterinarian again compared to only 43% of 
those in other veterinary roles.5 Our survey did not specifi-
cally ask questions to ascertain whether or not early-career 
veterinarians would choose the same career path again, but 
with a high percentage of respondents reporting they were 
satisfied with their career and job, one could make the as-
sumption that early-career veterinarians in this survey would 
choose to become a veterinarian again if able to re-establish 
their education and career pathway. 

Comparison of data revealed that the sample popula-
tion of recent graduates from the College of Veterinary Medi-
cine at Kansas State University was in fact representative of 
the total population of recent veterinary graduates in North 
America. According to the data, student debt at graduation 
was $129,400 on average, with a median of $104,000 and a 
range from $0 to $386,000. This information is consistent 
with data presented by Bain and Salois which indicated that 
1,495 (54.2%) respondents accumulated more than $150,000 
in debt during veterinary school, and the percentage who 
reported no educational debt had increased from 14.2% in 
2016 to 17.3% in 2018.3 Another report detailed that 2018 

graduates had an average of $143,000 in debt, which is an 
increase of roughly $10,000 from 2017 reports.8 Additionally, 
survey respondents indicated they worked an average of 48 
hours per week. The previously mentioned article by Bain 
and Salois indicated that those in private practice worked 46 
hours per week and those in public practice worked an aver-
age of 47 hours per week, verifying our sample population.3

Receiving adequate recognition was significantly as-
sociated with job and career satisfaction. According to the 
study The Effects of Employee Recognition, Pay, and Benefits 
on Job Satisfaction: Cross Country Evidence, receiving adequate 
recognition does actually impact one’s job satisfaction.9 Rec-
ognizing one’s performance is a very simple, and important 
way to help ensure job satisfaction among employees.  

Factors such as technician-to-veterinarian ratio, ad-
equate recognition, level of current debt, and raise frequency 
were found to be associated with overall financial health. 
Roughly two-thirds of respondents (67.1%) indicated they 
were financially healthy. Our data would support a hypoth-
esis that a lower technician-to-veterinarian ratio could 
be financially advantageous to early-career veterinarians; 
however, another study reported a positive association be-
tween technician-to-veterinarian ratio and practice economic 
wellbeing.4 When discussing financial health, it is no surprise 
that current level of debt and raise frequency would also be 
found significant. It would be logical to assume within this 
population that if a large amount of current debt is coupled 
with infrequent increases in salary, few respondents would 
feel financially healthy. Being able to repay educational debt 
is a concern for many early-career veterinarians; frequent 
raises are likely to make the debt seem more manageable 
compared to the likelihood of receiving a raise less often than 
every 3 years in this study. 

Overall physical health was impacted by years at the 
current job and level of current debt. Nearly all (92.7%) of 
the early-career veterinarians indicated they were physi-
cally healthy. Higher levels of debt were associated with an 
increased likelihood of self-reporting as physically unhealthy. 
This could be due to with debt-associated stress leading 
to health or conversely, being unhealthy contributing to a 
greater level of debt. 

The majority of our population self-reported as being 
emotionally healthy, and this was only associated with having 
held an internship. This could be due to the fact that those 
completing an internship were prepared at a different level 
to complete their job; although, the survey encompassed only 
the first 10 years of their career so it is surprising that this 
effect would be long term. While 1 study reported that hold-
ing an internship did not change their initial salary, another 
mentioned that 94% of respondents thought that having an 
internship did make them a better veterinarian.7 While hav-
ing held an internship was significant, a small portion of our 
population actually held an internship.

As a limitation of this study, we recognize that the re-
sponses for financial, physical, and emotional health were all 
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self-reported assessments. There was no corroborating data 
collected or assessed for each individual to determine other 
measures of financial, physical, or emotional health. Addition-
ally, as with all cross-section survey data, we are unable to 
determine causation among the outcomes of interest and the 
associated factors. The small sample size also did not allow for 
the model data to be interpreted and utilized in the analysis. 

Conclusions

Within the primary outcomes of job satisfaction and 
career satisfaction, receiving adequate recognition were 
found to be important factors. There were several factors 
that appeared as reoccurring themes within the secondary 
outcomes of financial, physical, and emotional health such 
as level of current debt, years at the current job, and techni-
cian-to-veterinarian ratio. This information is important all 
individuals involved in the field. Client, patient, and personal 
wellbeing are all areas that can be impacted by understand-
ing influential factors. This survey data gives a better under-
standing on making recommendations for improvements and 
future areas of research that are needed still. 
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