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Appropriate and timely veterinary care is one 
of the fundamental welfare requirements for 
animals who are dependent on human 
guardianship. Veterinarians and nursing staff 
have the opportunity to represent the 
respect and empathy for animals that we 
wish to see refl ected in our societies. We 
teach through our every action the 
consideration for animals that we strive to 
engender in communities and in the 

students who will rise to lead our profession.
This begins with the manner in which we 
introduce ourselves to our patients, the skill 
and reassurance with which we restrain and 
handle them, and the care that they receive 
in our hands. Good welfare is not only the 
absence of suffering: we strive not only to 
correct disease or to relieve pain, but to 
make the lives of animals and the 
relationships that they share with people happy. 
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By nature of requiring veterinary treatment, 
animals may already be suffering. They suffer 
metabolic and emotional stress as they heal 
and fight disease. They are often frightened and 
confused, whether from trauma or illness or 
when snatched from the street for sterilization.  
Our clinics smell of distressed animals and 
chemicals. There is a great deal of human 
activity and mechanical sensory assault. Being 
handled by strangers and confined against their 
wills add to the trauma of an already assaulted 
physiology. The stress that our patients  
experience under clinical care may therefore be 
profound.

Within the provision of veterinary care, the  
mitigation of stress comprises a central role in 
the management of the patient’s treatment.  
The inability of a patient to adapt to stressors 
constitutes distress, and compromises all the 
processes that we endeavor to support with  
veterinary care toward the physiological  
equilibrium of good health. 

Excellent veterinary caregivers are  
empathetically and cognitively aware of the  
distress that patients may be experiencing,  
pre-empt stressors, and de-escalate anxiety. 
Under conscientious care, even distressed and  
fearful patients may blossom into happy,  
confident animals in the course of  
hospitalization. Our demonstrated concern for 
the animal’s emotional and physical well-being, 
whether during long hospital stays or only in a 
moment of vaccinating a patient, are paramount 
to professional veterinary practice and to the  
manner in which animals are valued in our  
societies. 

Veterinary caregivers have the opportunity to  
set a strong example in communicating respect 
for the inherent value of individual animal lives, 

regardless of the commercial, aesthetic or 
utilitarian worth that society may assign to an  
animal. We can promote veterinary  
professional and animal welfare standards no 
matter how sparse our resources may be when 
we work in the field, and most especially when 
we work in areas in which we seek to foster 
improved veterinary practices and attitudes of 
respect and compassion for animals. A  
moment of demonstrated affection and regard 
for a patient during an incident as brief as a 
vaccination procedure may change that  
animal’s life through the way that her  
guardians see and value her thereafter.

Our roles are not only to alleviate suffering, but 
to prevent it: and not only to prevent it, but to 
leave our patients with a happier future. This 
begins with our own hands and attitudes, and 
culminates in the hope that we engender in 
our fellow creatures toward a kinder planet for 
animals and for people.
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