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ABSTRACT
Veterinarians face unique animal ethics challenges as practitioners and policy advisors to government and industry.

Changing societal attitudes, cultural diversity, and the often conflicting needs and interests of patients and clients

contribute to moral distress. Yet little has been done to identify veterinarians’ capacity to address these animal

ethics issues. In this study, first-year and final-year veterinary students in an Australian university were surveyed to

explore moral sensitivity, moral motivation, and moral character and their relationship with moral reasoning. The

majority of students were concerned about animal ethics issues and had experienced moral distress in relation to

the treatment of animals. Most believed that veterinarians should address the wider social issues of animal protec-

tion and that veterinary medicine should require a commitment to animals’ interests over owners’/caregivers’

interests. There was less agreement that the veterinary profession was sufficiently involved in addressing animal

ethics issues. The principal motivators for studying veterinary medicine were, in declining importance, enjoyment

in working with animals, helping sick and injured animals, and improving the way animals are treated. However,

most students had taken little or no action to address animal ethics issues. These results suggest that both first-

and fifth-year veterinary students are sensitive to animal ethics issues and are motivated to prioritize the interests

of animals but have little experience in taking action to address these issues. Further research is needed to deter-

mine ways to identify and assess these moral behavior components in veterinary education to develop veterinarians’

capacity to address animal ethics issues.

Key words: animal ethics, veterinary education, ethical sensitivity, moral reasoning, moral motivation, moral behavior

INTRODUCTION
A fundamental ethical problem in veterinary medicine is
whether veterinarians should give primary consideration
to the animal or to the client.1 Morton suggests that vet-
erinarians have a special role as animals’ advocates be-
cause ‘‘they have the knowledge base and required skills
and commitment to fulfil this role; they have earned the
confidence and respect of the constituents they serve;
and they are the professionals to whom policy makers
logically turn for guidance on animal health and welfare
issues.’’2(p.107) Having the capacity to provide this ethical
leadership is becoming increasingly important as animal
ethicsa is a growing concern of communities and policy
makers internationally.

However, such ethical leadership is arguably often more
difficult for veterinarians than for their human medical
counterparts. Cultural and legal frameworks and eco-
nomic imperatives may support the management of ani-
mals in a manner that is not conducive to animals’ wel-
fare or interests (e.g., battery cages for chickens). Animal
care is often inconsistent, both within and across species
(e.g., different standards for rabbits depending on their
use by humans). This can create moral distress, which oc-
curs ‘‘when one knows the right thing to do, but institu-

tional or other constraints make it difficult to pursue the
desired course of action.’’3(p.30) Batchelor and McKeegan
found that veterinary practitioners in the United Kingdom
experience stressful ethical dilemmas regularly, with most
reporting one or two ethical dilemmas weekly and one
third of practitioners reporting three to five per week.4
They also suggest that ethical sensitivity may determine
the extent to which dilemmas are reported.

Ethics teaching in veterinary programs is relatively
new but is growing internationally, albeit with consider-
able variation in what is taught and how.2,5,6 A 2010
survey found no clear description of ethics competencies
within the regulations for veterinary training in Europe.5
In many professions, including veterinary science, ethics
teaching aims to develop ethical behavior toward people.
However, the extent to which veterinary programs de-
velop ethical behavior toward animals is unknown, despite
the treatment of animals being central to the veterinary
role.

Based on morality literature, cognitive psychologist
James Rest identified a Four Component Model (FCM)
of moral behavior:

1. Moral sensitivity—interpreting the situation through
awareness of how our actions affect others;
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2. Moral judgment—determining which action is more
morally justifiable;

3. Moral motivation—prioritizing moral values relative
to other values;

4. Moral character—having courage and persistence,
overcoming distractions, and implementing skills.7

According to Rest, these four components ‘‘comprise a
logical analysis of what it takes to behave morally,’’ as
‘‘moral failure can occur because of deficiencies in any
component.’’7(p.24) As yet, little has been done to develop
ethics programs that follow such logic through to assessing
the ethical behavior that should ensue. Ethics programs
often emphasize the development of the moral judgment
component to address ethical dilemmas. However, the
strength of association between moral judgment and action
is low.8 Thus, although moral judgment is a critical compo-
nent ‘‘because it produces the moral meaning that an in-
tended action has for the individual,’’9(p.175) development
of the other three components is also essential.

Although considerable research has been conducted in
other professions to identify, develop, and assess these
three moral components in relation to human ethics issues,
particularly in dentistry,10 little has been done in the veter-
inary profession. Some aspects of ethical sensitivity of
veterinary students in relation to animal ethics have
been investigated, such as students’ knowledge of animal
sentience and empathy toward animals11 and attitudes
toward specific treatments of animals.12–14 Similarly, stu-
dents’ motivation to study veterinary medicine has been
found to derive primarily from their attitudes toward
animals.15 No research has been done on the moral action
of veterinary students.

This study investigates first- and final-year veterinary
students’ perceptions of their moral sensitivity, moral
motivation, and moral action as well as their confidence
in moral decision-making skills. It also explores the rela-
tionship between these three components and their results
on a new measure of moral judgment, the Veterinary
Defining Issues Test (VetDIT).16 Increased understanding
of these four components of moral behavior in veterinary
students will inform development of common animal
ethics competencies, course content, and assessment tools
for effective animal ethics education.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Ethics approval was obtained from the University of
Queensland Behavioral and Social Sciences Ethical Review
Committee to survey first-year and fifth-year veterinary
students using a questionnaire developed by the re-
searchers. The questionnaire contained 25 items on ani-
mal ethics issues (available from the corresponding
author, JMV, on request):

1. Eight items related to moral sensitivity, specifically
whether students
e are concerned about how animals are treated in

the general Australian community;
e can identify specific animal ethics issues of

concern;
e experience moral distress;

e have knowledge and understanding of
b animals’ physical characteristics,
b animals’ emotional characteristics, and
b ethical frameworks and principles;

e agree that veterinarians face difficulties in
protecting animals’ interests; and

e can identify specific difficulties veterinarians face
in acting to protect animals’ interests.

2. Twelve items related to moral motivation, specifically
whether
e the primary focus as a veterinarian should be the

interests of the animals in his/her care;
e veterinarians should be involved in the wider

social issues of animal protection;
e veterinary medicine should require a commitment

to animals’ interests over the interests of their
owners/caregivers;

e the veterinary profession should be involved in
addressing animal ethics issues in the wider
community;

e the veterinary profession is sufficiently involved
in addressing animal ethics issues;

e knowledge and skills to address animal ethics
issues should be taught in the veterinary program;

e their university provides an environment that
supports students to discuss and resolve animal
ethics issues/conflicts/dilemmas;

e their university culture shows an interest in
improving
b animal health,
b animal production, and
b how animals are treated in the Australian

community;
e students can identify ways that their university

has shown an interest/involvement in improving
the way animals are treated in the Australian
community; and

e students were motivated to study veterinary
science to improve the way animals are treated.

3. One item related to moral judgment, specifically
whether
e students believed they were competent in ethical

decision-making skills to guide moral judgment
on animal ethics issues.

4. Four items related to moral character, specifically
whether
e students had acted to resolve animal ethics issues,

conflicts, and dilemmas;
e these issues, conflicts, and dilemmas had been

resolved; and
e students had acted to improve how animals are

treated in the wider Australian community.
e In addition, students listed specific actions they

had taken to improve how animals are treated in
the wider community.

Respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement
on a 5-point scale, from 1 ¼ strongly agree to 5 ¼ strongly
disagree. In addition, the extent of actions was rated on
scales from 1 ¼ very great extent to 5 ¼ never or 1 ¼ a great
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deal to 5 ¼ nothing. A scale of 1 ¼ yes, 2 ¼ partly, and
3 ¼ no was used to measure whether ethical issues had
been resolved. To determine if ethical motivators for
choosing to study veterinary science were important, stu-
dents selected and ranked their top three motivators
from a list of 13 and were able to provide other motiva-
tors that were not listed. Open-ended questions were
used to identify specific ethical issues students were con-
cerned about, actions taken by students to improve how
animals are treated, difficulties faced by veterinarians in
protecting animals’ interests, and ways that their univer-
sity shows an interest or involvement in improving how
animals are treated in the Australian community. Basic
demographic information was also gathered: gender,
age, previous university degrees, whether English was
their primary language, and self-evaluated experience
(from 1 ¼ very great extent to 5 ¼ never) with three animal
types: companion animals, farm animals, and horses.

The questionnaire was completed by 148 veterinary
students from three cohorts: 60 first-year students (49%
of the cohort) in 2012, 53 fifth-year students (47% of the
cohort) in 2013, and 35 fifth-year students (35% of the co-
hort) in 2014. All groups were convenience samples of
students attending a scheduled teaching session in one
of their veterinary courses at the University of Queens-
land. In relation to formal animal ethics study, the first-
year students completed the VetDIT, then had a lecture
on ethical theory in relation to animal use, and then, one
week later, completed this survey, all in their second-
semester Animal Handling, Behavior and Welfare course.
The 2013 fifth-year students had received two 1-hour lec-
tures on ethical theory applied to animals and the appli-
cation of ethics to a current ethical issue, in their first and
third years, respectively. This questionnaire was com-
pleted at the beginning of their fifth and final year after
some had completed the VetDIT and all had completed
a lecture on animal ethics within a professional practice
subject. The 2014 fifth-year students were attending 1
week of professional practice workshops in the middle
of their final year of work placements and had a similar
background in ethics teaching as the 2013 fifth-year
students. Students completed the questionnaire in 20
minutes, either on paper or online using the University’s
Blackboard software.b Participation was voluntary and
anonymous. To enable comparisons with other question-
naires on moral judgment and with responses in future
years, students were given a formula to record a unique
identifying code.

Of those who had completed the survey, 48 first-year
students (39% of the cohort) and 36 fifth-year students
from 2013 (33% of the cohort) also completed the VetDIT
Version 1.16 This test, based on Rest’s adaptation of Kohl-
berg’s stages of moral reasoning development, assesses
their levels of moral judgment on three new animal ethics
issues and three previously validated and well-used hu-
man ethics issues. The levels of moral judgment include:

e Personal Interest (PI)—recognition of authority and
reciprocal relationships that result in reward or
punishment;

e Maintaining Norms (MN)—maintaining social laws
and norms and abiding by existing expectations in
rules and regulations set by governments or groups;

e Postconventional, here identified as Universal Princi-
ples (UP)—emphasizing the primacy of moral ideals
that are constructive, sharable, and not self-serving at
the expense of others.17

Student scores for the different levels of reasoning in
the VetDIT study are used here to explore relationships
between moral judgment development and the other
moral components in the FCM.

Statistical Analysis
The statistical program Minitab 16c was used for data
analysis. Spearman rank correlations were used to iden-
tify relationships in the animal ethics issues questionnaire
as the responses were not normally distributed according
to the Anderson–Darling test. Spearman rank correla-
tions were also used to identify relationships between
the animal ethics issues responses and the VetDIT vari-
ables. The effect of demographic variables on animal
ethics issues’ categorical variables was tested by ordinal
logistic regression with the logit function.

RESULTS

Student Demographics
For the 148 students, ages ranged from 17 to 44, with the
majority between 17 and 24 (n ¼ 114; 77%) and female
(n ¼ 123; 84%). A total of 30 students (20%) had a previous
degree, but this had no significant (p > .050) influence on
responses. A total of 121 (83%) indicated that English
was their primary language. The majority of students
claimed a very great extent (n ¼ 84; 57%) or a great ex-
tent (n ¼ 41; 28%) of experience with companion animals
but experience with farm animals was much less, with
the majority acknowledging some (n ¼ 56; 38%) or little
(n ¼ 49; 33%) experience. In relation to horses, 34 (23%)
students had a very great or great extent of experience,
while 47 (32%) had some experience and 56 (38%) had
little experience.

Moral Sensitivity
Most respondents (137, 93%) agreed that they were con-
cerned about animal ethics issues in relation to how ani-
mals are treated in the general Australian community
(Table 1). Specific issues of concern were identified by 28
first-year students (47% of the cohort) and 61 fifth-year
students (70% of the cohort). The issues identified most
often by first-year students related to animal farming
(36, 69%), followed by companion animal issues (13,
25%), with the reverse true for fifth-year students (46
[31%] and 73 [50%], respectively). Most students (102,
69%) also indicated that they had experienced moral dis-
tress (Table 1). There was a positive correlation between
concern about animal ethics issues and experiencing moral
distress (correlation coefficient [CC] 0.29; p < .001). Stu-
dents for whom English was not their primary language
were less strongly concerned about how animals are
treated in the wider Australian community and were
more uncertain that they had experienced moral distress
(Table 2).

In terms of having the knowledge to identify ethical
issues, most (100, 68%) agreed that they had knowledge
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and understanding of a range of the ethical frameworks
and principles on which animal ethics is based (Table 1),
with 24% being unsure. More students agreed that they
had knowledge and understanding of different species’
physical characteristics (125, 85%) than mental and emo-
tional characteristics (88, 59%). Fifth-year students were
more confident than first-year students regarding their
knowledge of both physical and mental/emotional char-
acteristics (Table 2). Students for whom English was not
their primary language agreed less that they had know-

ledge of animals’ physical and mental/emotional charac-
teristics. Students with no experience with horses agreed
less that they had knowledge of mental/emotional char-
acteristics than those with experience. There was a positive
correlation between knowledge of physical characteristics
and both concern for ethics issues (CC 0.18; p ¼ .026) and
experiencing moral distress (CC 0.23; p ¼ .005).

Nearly all respondents (133, 91%) agreed that veteri-
narians face difficulties in protecting animals’ interests, a
belief that was correlated with experiencing moral dis-

Table 1: Responses of first- and fifth-year students to questions about their ethical sensitivity, on a scale of 1

(strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree)

Ethical sensitivity

Question number and statement

1

No. (%)

2

No. (%)

3

No. (%)

4

No. (%)

5

No. (%)

1. Ethical issues, conflicts, and dilemmas in relation to how

animals are treated in the general Australian community are a

concern for me.

78(53) 59(40) 5(3) 4(3) 1(1)

2. I have experienced moral distress in relation to the treatment

of animals.

27(18) 75(51) 28(19) 16(11) 2(1)

3. I have knowledge and understanding of the range of ethical

frameworks and principles on which animal ethics is based.

13(9) 87(59) 35(24) 10(7) 3(2)

4. I have knowledge and understanding of different species’

physical characteristics.

35(24) 90(61) 17(11) 6(4) 0(0)

5. I have knowledge and understanding of different species’

mental and emotional characteristics.

11(7) 77(52) 48(32) 10(7) 2(1)

6. Veterinarians face difficulties in protecting animals’ interests. 63(43) 70(48) 12(8) 2(1) 0(0)

Table 2: Significant (pa .050) demographic effects on mean level of agreement, on a scale of 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly
disagree), for questions about ethical sensitivity (see Table 1 for questions)

Question

number Demographic effect Mean 1 Mean 2 OR Lower CI Upper CI p value

1 Language* 1.50 1.88 0.36 0.15 0.88 .026

2 Language* 2.15 2.64 0.36 0.16 0.85 .019

4 Language* 1.87 2.32 0.28 0.11 0.73 .009

4 Year level† 2.25 1.76 3.85 1.73 8.54 .001

5 Year level† 2.77 2.19 4.17 2.00 8.70 < .001

5 Language* 2.38 2.64 0.41 0.17 0.99 .048

5 Experience with horses‡ 1 ¼ 2.33 0.61 0.42 0.89 .011

2 ¼ 2.19

3 ¼ 2.15

4 ¼ 2.64

5 ¼ 3.10

6 Language* 1.6 2.0 0.25 0.10 0.62 .003

6 Experience with farm animals§ 2 ¼ 1.76 1.61 1.02 2.53 .040

3 ¼ 1.61

4 ¼ 1.61

* 1 ¼ English is primary language; 2 ¼ English is not primary language

† 1 ¼ first year; 2 ¼ fifth year

‡ 1 ¼ very great extent; 5 ¼ never

§ 2 ¼ great extent; 4 ¼ minimal extent (values for 1 and 5 have been ignored as < 10 students responded in these categories)

doi: 10.3138/jvme.1113-153R JVME 41(4) 8 2014 AAVMC 361



tress (CC 0.25; p ¼ .003). Students for whom English was
not their primary language had less strong agreement.
Those who had more experience with farm animals had
less strong agreement that veterinarians face difficulties
in protecting animals’ interests. When asked to specify
the main difficulties, first-year students, more often than
fifth-year students, mentioned conflict between animals’
and clients’ interests, with the law supporting the client’s
interests (26 [39%] first-year students, compared with 27
[20%] fifth-year students). The fifth-year students more
often raised financial constraints as a main difficulty
than did first-year students (39 [30%] fifth-year students,
compared with 15 [23%] first-year students). A significant
proportion (21, 16%) of fifth-year students (but almost no
first-year students [3, 5%]) also listed clients’ lack of coop-
eration with veterinarians’ instructions as a difficulty.

Moral Motivation
The majority of students strongly agreed that the primary
focus of a veterinarian should be the interests of the ani-
mals in their care (Table 3). Male students were less
strongly in agreement than female students (Table 4).
The majority of students also agreed, though less strongly,
that veterinarians should be involved in the wider social
issues of animal protection and that veterinary medicine

should require a commitment to animals’ interests over
the interests of their owners or caregivers (Table 3). First-
year students agreed with this statement more than fifth-
year students (Table 4). Students with greater experience
with companion animals also more strongly agreed that
veterinary medicine should require a commitment to ani-
mals’ interests over the interests of their owners or care-
givers, and students with greater experience with farm
animals indicated less agreement. While the majority
(n ¼ 139; 93%) agreed that the veterinary profession
should be involved in addressing animal ethics issues in
the wider community, almost half of the students were
unsure and 17% disagreed that the veterinary profession
was sufficiently involved. Agreement that the veterinary
profession should be involved in addressing animal ethics
issues in the community (Question 10) was the only one
of these professional motivation questions that was corre-
lated with students’ perceived knowledge and under-
standing of ethical frameworks and principles (CC 0.16;
p ¼ .047), different species’ physical characteristics (CC
0.21; p ¼ .010), and different species’ mental and emo-
tional characteristics (CC 0.22; p ¼ .007).

There was a positive correlation between students’
agreement that the treatment of animals in the general
Australian community is a concern and agreement that

Table 3: Responses of 148 first- and fifth-year students to questions about their ethical motivation and moral judgment

capacity, on a scale of 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree)

Agreement level

Question number and statement

1

No. (%)

2

No. (%)

3

No. (%)

4

No. (%)

5

No. (%)

7. My primary focus as a veterinarian should be the interests of

all animals in my care.

104(70) 39(26) 3(2) 1(1) 1(1)

8. As a veterinarian I should be involved in the wider social

issues of animal protection.

69(47) 72(49) 4(3) 3(2) 0(0)

9. Veterinary medicine should require a commitment to animals’

interests over the interests of their owners/caregivers.

48(32) 58(39) 28(19) 13(9) 1(1)

10. The veterinary profession should be involved in addressing

animal ethics issues in the wider community.

63(43) 76(51) 5(3) 4(3) 0(0)

11. The veterinary profession is sufficiently involved in

addressing animal ethics issues in the wider community.

11(7) 39(26) 73(49) 24(16) 1(1)

12. Knowledge and skills to address animal ethics issues should

be taught in the veterinary program.

72(49) 66(45) 6(4) 2(1) 1(1)

13. My university provides an environment that supports

students to discuss and resolve animal ethics issues,

conflicts, and dilemmas related to how animals are treated.

34(23) 77(52) 29(20) 8(5) 0(0)

14. My university culture shows an interest in improving animal

health.

61(42) 74(51) 10(7) 1(1) 0(0)

15. My university culture shows an interest in improving animal

production.

49(33) 86(58) 10(7) 2(1) 0(0)

16. My university culture shows an interest in improving how

animals are treated in the Australian community (i.e., to

improve their well-being—capacities for pleasure and fulfil-

ment and avoidance of pain, distress, and death).

47(32) 78(53) 20(14) 2(1) 0(0)

17. I am competent in ethical decision-making skills to guide

moral judgment on animal ethics issues.

11(7) 56(38) 68(46) 10(7) 3(2)
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(a) as veterinarians, they should be involved in wider
social issues of animal protection (CC 0.19; p ¼ .020); (b)
veterinary medicine should require commitment to ani-
mals’ interests over the interests of their owners or care-
givers (CC 0.19; p ¼ .020); and (c) the profession should
be involved in addressing animal ethics issues in the
wider community (CC 0.26; p ¼ .001). These three beliefs
were also positively correlated with experiencing moral
distress (respectively, CC 0.16, p ¼ .045; CC 0.15, p ¼ .070;
and CC 0.21, p ¼ .011).

Nearly all students agreed that knowledge and skills to
address animal ethics issues should be taught in the vet-
erinary program (Table 3). This belief was correlated with
students’ concern about animal ethics issues (CC 0.17;
p ¼ .039) and their belief that (a) the primary focus as
veterinarians should be the interests of all animals in
their care (CC 0.40; p < .001), (b) veterinarians should be
involved in the wider social issues of animal protection
(CC 0.43; p < .001), (c) veterinary medicine should require
a commitment to animals’ interests over the interests of
their owners or caregivers (CC 0.30; p < .001), (d) the
veterinary profession should be involved in addressing
animal ethics issues in the wider community (CC 0.42;
p < .001), and (e) veterinarians face difficulties in protect-
ing animals’ interests (CC 0.21; p ¼ .010).

Motivation for Choosing to Study Veterinary Science
The main motivators for studying veterinary science
were enjoyment in working with animals and to help
sick or injured animals (Table 5). The third most im-
portant motivator, though considerably less so, was to
improve the way animals are treated. No students were
primarily motivated by financial reward or because
family or friends worked with animals. When each stu-
dent’s three highest motivators were combined, over

80% included enjoyment in working with animals, 70%
wished to help sick or injured animals, and 38% wished
to improve the way animals are treated. Of similar im-
portance to the latter were an interest in science (34%)
and enjoyment in using practical hands-on skills (27%;
Table 5).

University Culture
The majority of students agreed that their university pro-
vided an environment that supports students to discuss
and resolve animal ethics issues, conflicts, and dilemmas
related to how animals are treated (Table 3). Students
mostly agreed that their university culture showed an in-
terest in improving animal health and animal production
(93%), followed by an interest in improving how animals
are treated in the Australian community (85%). First-year
students showed less agreement than fifth-year students
(Table 4). There was a correlation between levels of agree-
ment that the veterinary profession was sufficiently in-
volved in addressing animal ethics issues in the wider
community and agreement that the university culture
showed an interest in improving animal health (CC 0.20;
p ¼ .017), animal production (CC 0.25; p ¼ .002), and
how animals are treated in the Australian community
(CC 0.19; p ¼ .019). Over half of first-year students (57%)
and two thirds of fifth-year students (68%) listed ways
that they believed the university showed interest or in-
volvement in improving animals’ interests in the Austra-
lian community (Table 6).

Moral Action
Of the students who were concerned about ethical issues
(Question 1), most (n ¼ 70, 54%) perceived that they had
done little or nothing to resolve them and only 8 (6%)

Table 4: Significant (pa .05) demographic effects on mean level of agreement, on a scale of 1 (strongly agree) to 5

(strongly disagree), for questions about ethical motivation and moral judgment capacity (see Table 3 for questions)

Question

number

Demographic

effects Mean 1 Mean 2 OR Lower CI Upper CI p value

7 Sex* 1.54 1.31 2.76 1.09 6.98 .032

9 Year level† 1.82 2.23 0.46 0.23 0.91 .025

9 Experience with

companion animals‡

1 ¼ 2.00 0.64 0.46 0.88 .006

2 ¼ 2.05

3 ¼ 2.00

4 ¼ 2.33

5 ¼ 2.83

9 Experience with

farm animals‡

1 ¼ 2.55 1.78 1.16 2.73 .008

2 ¼ 2.27

3 ¼ 2.16

4 ¼ 1.75

5 ¼ 1.85

14 Year level† 1.84 1.55 2.17 1.05 4.46 .036

16 Year level† 2.05 1.70 2.39 1.17 4.88 .016

17 Sex* 2.25 2.65 0.28 0.12 0.68 .005

* 1 ¼ male; 2 ¼ female

† 1 ¼ first year; 2 ¼ fifth year

‡ 1 ¼ very great extent; 5 ¼ never
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perceived that they had done a lot or a great deal (Table
7). Of the 83 students who indicated that they had taken
action to resolve these concerns (60% of those with ethical
concerns), more than half (n ¼ 48; 58%) indicated that
these issues had not been resolved and one third indicated
that their issues had been partly resolved.

Apart from acting to resolve their own ethical con-
cerns, conflicts, or dilemmas, students also indicated the
extent to which they had personally acted to improve the
treatment of animals in the wider community. Most stu-
dents had acted to a minimal extent or no extent (Table
7). A total of 97 students (66%) listed specific actions
that they had undertaken (Table 8). Most actions (55%)

were related to companion animal issues, 9% to farm
animal issues, and 3% to wildlife issues, and 33% were
general actions including signing petitions, fundraising,
studying, and researching.

There were positive correlations between levels of moral
distress and (a) action by students to resolve animal ethics
issues they were concerned about (CC 0.27; p ¼ .001) and
(b) personal action to improve how animals are treated in
the wider community (CC 0.24; p ¼ .003). There was a
negative correlation (CC �0.19; p ¼ .028) between action
to resolve animal ethics issues and agreement that the
university environment supported students to resolve
animal ethics issues. Thus students who had done more

Table 5: Number and percentage of 144 respondents who rated each motivator as their primary reason for studying

veterinary science (in order of declining importance) and as one of their top three motivators

Motivator

Primary motivator

No. (%)

Motivator in the top three

No. (%)

Enjoyment in working with animals 57(39.6) 117(81.15)

Helping sick and injured animals 50(34.7) 101(70.27)

Improving the ways animals are treated 10(6.9) 55(38.46)

Interest in science 7(4.9) 49(34.27)

Using practical hands-on skills 5(3.5) 48(26.69)

Becoming part of a valued profession 3(2.1) 21(14.79)

Wanting a physical outdoor job 3(2.1) 18(12.7)

Farming background 2(1.4) 9(6.3)

Developing a profitable animal industry 2(1.4) 3(2.07)

Good job security 2(1.4) 5(3.5)

One of the hardest programs to get into 1(0.7) 4(2.83)

Other 2(1.4) 7(5.0)

Family or friends work with animals 0(0) 5(3.45)

Financially rewarding job 0(0) 3(2.08)

Table 6: Number of specific observations on how their university shows interest/involvement in improving how animals

are treated in the Australian community (in order of frequency) by first-year (n ¼ 34; 57%) and fifth-year (n ¼ 60; 68%)

survey respondents

University interest/involvement

First year

No.

Fifth year

No.

Total

No.

Animal welfare teaching 7 14 21

Small Animal Center/adoption program/Pets for Life program 4 14 18

Animal ethics teaching 8 6 14

Research—staff publications 5 5 10

Lunch time guest speaker presentations 2 6 8

Funding for school centers (Animal Welfare and Ethics and

Companion Animal Health)

– 5 5

Involvement in fundraising and awareness campaigns 4 1 5

Animal handling courses 4 1 5

Lecturers encouraging discussion – 4 4

University clinic – 3 3

Clinical Studies Centre 2 1 3

Other (single comments) 7 14 21

No response 26 28 54
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to resolve animal ethics issues were less likely to agree
that the university provided an environment that sup-
ports students to discuss and resolve animal ethics issues,
conflicts, and dilemmas. There were also positive correla-
tions between action to improve the way animals are
treated in the wider community and perceived knowl-
edge and understanding of ethical frameworks and prin-
ciples (CC 0.20, p ¼ .014), ethical decision-making skills
(CC 0.19, p ¼ .020), and animals’ mental and emotional
characteristics (CC 0.24, p ¼ .004), though not physical
characteristics (p > .050).

Moral Judgment
Almost half of the students (n ¼ 67, 45%) agreed that
they were competent in ethical decision-making skills to
guide judgment on what action should be taken on ani-
mal ethics issues; 68 students (46%) were unsure (Table
3). More males than females believed they were competent
(mean male 2.25; mean female 2.65; OR 0.28; CI 0.12–0.68;
p ¼ 005)

Correlations Between Animal Ethics Issues
Variables and Moral Judgment Scores
There were significant correlations between responses to
animal ethics issues and students’ scores on the VetDIT.
Veterinary students who had higher levels of Personal
Interest (PI) reasoning on human ethics issues were
more likely to

e experience moral distress (CC �0.31; p ¼ .004) and
e have acted to resolve their concerns regarding the

way animals are treated (CC �0.27; p ¼ .019).

Students with higher levels of PI reasoning on animal
ethics issues were less likely to agree that

e the veterinary profession should be involved in
addressing animal ethics issues in the wider com-
munity (CC .32; p ¼ .003),

e they had knowledge and understanding of different
species’ physical characteristics (CC 0.28; p ¼ .011),
and

e their university provides an environment that sup-
ports students to discuss and resolve animal ethics
issues (CC 0.24; p ¼ .029).

Students with higher levels of Maintaining Norms
(MN) reasoning on human ethics issues were less likely
to

e have experienced moral distress (CC 0.24; p ¼ .028),
e have the interests of the animals in their care as their

primary focus (CC 0.44; p < .001),
e agree that veterinarians should be involved in the

wider social issues of animal protection (CC 0.41;
p < .001),

e put animal interests above those of their owners or
caregivers (CC 0.27; p ¼ .013), and

e agree that the veterinary profession should be
involved in addressing animal ethics issues in the
wider community (CC 0.32; p ¼ .003).

Students with higher levels of MN reasoning on animal
ethics issues were more likely to agree that

e the veterinary profession is sufficiently involved in
addressing animal ethics issues in the wider com-
munity (CC 0.30; p ¼ .005) and

e their university provides an environment that
supports students to discuss and resolve animal
ethics issues, conflicts, or dilemmas in relation to how
animals are treated (CC �0.25; p ¼ .022).

Students with higher levels of Universal Principles
(UP) reasoning on human ethics issues were more likely
to

e agree that animals’ interests are their primary focus
as veterinarians (CC �0.35; p ¼ .001),

e commit to animals’ interests over those of their owners
or caregivers (CC �0.24; p ¼ .028),

Table 7: Ethical actions taken by 130 respondents who agreed that they were concerned about ethical issues (Question 1)

and 83 respondents who had taken action to resolve these concerns (Question 18)

Question number and statement

Ethical action taken

No. (%)

A great deal A lot Some Little Nothing N/A

22. How much have you done to resolve

these animal ethics issues, conflicts, or

dilemmas?

3(2) 5(4) 37(28) 38(29) 32(25) 15(12)

Yes Partly No – – NA

23. Have these issues, conflicts, or dilemmas

been resolved? (for Question 18 affirma-

tive respondents)

3(4) 27(33) 48(58) – – 5(6)

Very great

extent

Great

extent

Some

extent

Minimal

extent

Never –

24. To what extent have you personally acted

to improve how animals are treated in the

wider community?

2(1) 5(3) 65(45) 52(36) 22(15) –
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e agree that they and the veterinary profession should
be involved in addressing animal ethics issues in the
community (respectively, CC �0.24, p ¼ .028 and CC
�0.27, p ¼ .015), and

e perceive that they had done less to resolve animal
ethics issues (CC 0.27; p ¼ .018).

Students with higher levels of UP reasoning on animal
ethics issues were more likely to

e be strongly concerned about how animals are treated
in the general Australian community (CC �0.22;
p ¼ .047),

e perceive they had knowledge of different species’
mental and emotional characteristics (CC �0.23;
p ¼ .038), and

e strongly agree that the veterinary profession should
be involved in addressing animal ethics issues in the
wider community (CC �0.31; p ¼ .004).

DISCUSSION
This study suggests that veterinarians have substantial
ethical capacities to address animal ethics issues, conflicts,
and dilemmas and have some significant capacities for
development.

Table 8: Actions taken by first-year (n ¼ 35; 58%) and fifth-year (n ¼ 62; 70%) students (total ¼ 97; 66%) to improve how

animals are treated in the wider community and number of times mentioned

Actions by animal use type

First year

No.

Fifth year

No.

Total

No.

Helping abandoned companion animals:

Volunteer at an animal shelter 11 10 21

Donate to an animal shelter 3 9 12

Advocate spaying – 4 4

Rehome an abandoned animal – 3 3

Help clinics rehome animals – 2 2

Other single actions 5 1 6

Subtotal 19 30 49

Helping owned companion animals:

Advise family and friends 5 6 11

Help clients within work experience 2 9 11

Work as a veterinary nurse 2 1 3

Other 2 3 5

Subtotal 11 19 30

Total companion animals 30 49 79

Helping farmed animals

Buy products for better welfare 2 4 6

Educate fellow workers – 4 4

Other 4 1 5

Total farmed animals 6 7 13

Helping wildlife

Join wildlife caregivers 1 – 1

Educate the public about snakes, avian, and exotic species,

petition to protect sharks

– 2 2

Sign petition about sharks – 1 1

Total wildlife 1 3 4

General

Educate family, friends, etc. about animal issues 2 11 13

Sign petitions 6 5 11

Fundraise 3 2 5

Write letters, emails, etc. – 3 3

Support animal welfare organizations 2 2 4

Total general actions 17 30 47

TOTAL ACTIONS 54 89 143

Not sure 1 – 1

Nil/NA/Unanswered 24 26 50
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Moral Sensitivity
The finding that half of both first-year and final-year
cohorts expressed strong concern for animal ethics issues
suggests that moral sensitivity is being maintained
throughout veterinary training. Most had experienced
moral distress about the ways animals are treated in the
Australian community. That more fifth-year students
were able to identify a greater range of issues than first-
year students was expected. The greater concern for com-
panion animal issues by fifth-year students, compared to
the predominant concern for farm animal issues among
first-year students, suggests that universities have the ca-
pacity to direct students’ ethical concerns by, in this case,
possibly placing greater emphasis during the veterinary
program on addressing companion animal, rather than
farm animal, issues. This premise is supported by the
fifth-year students’ frequent listing of the Small Animal
Center’s adoption and Pets for Life programs as evidence
of the university showing an interest in improving how
companion animals are treated.

Research in dentistry suggests that ethical sensitivity is
distinct from moral reasoning abilities and that students
and practitioners vary greatly in their ability to recognize
the ethical problems of their profession. However, ethical
sensitivity can be enhanced through instruction and reli-
ably assessed.18 This study focused on students’ ability to
identify their own animal ethics concerns rather than be-
ing prompted by given scenarios or specific issues. How-
ever, development of an ethical sensitivity measure, such
as Bebeau’s Dental Ethical Sensitivity Test18 and Brabeck
et al.’s Racial Ethical Sensitivity Test,19 in which students
interpret a situation involving an animal ethics issue,
could follow from our research. A variety of ethical sensi-
tivity elements, including interpreting others’ reactions
and feelings, showing empathy and role-taking ability,20
making inferences from others’ behavior and responding
appropriately to their reactions,17,19 and understanding
how one’s actions can affect the welfare and expectations
of both oneself and others,21 could be assessed in relation
to animal ethics issues.

Knowledge and Skills in Animal Ethics
More veterinary students perceived that they had know-
ledge and understanding of different species’ physical
rather than mental and emotional characteristics, both in
first and final years of the veterinary program. Know-
ledge of animals’ mental and emotional characteristics
may be significant in affecting moral sensitivity toward
animals and inconsistencies in their treatment. Adelma
Hills identified a relationship between belief in animal
mind and empathy toward animals, although the relation-
ship may be mediated by conflicting instrumental motiva-
tions, given that, for farmers, empathy was more reliably
predicted by instrumentality than by a belief in animal
mind.22 Opotow found that a person’s scope of justice is
modified by the perceived utility of the animal and by
how severe the conflict of interest is between animals and
humans in particular situations and not by recognizing
similar qualities to oneself.23 It would therefore seem vital
to give students the opportunity to ‘‘learn to think more

reflectively and systematically about the ethical impact of
life-decisions as well as about everyday practice’’24(p.15)
based on what is known or yet to be determined about
animals’ minds. Students who showed greater agreement
that they had knowledge of ethical frameworks and prin-
ciples and of animals’ mental/emotional capabilities in
this study were more likely to have acted to address
animal ethics issues, suggesting the importance of this
knowledge.

Other studies have suggested that knowledge of ani-
mals’ mental and emotional capabilities is not being ad-
dressed sufficiently in veterinary education. A 2005 study
at one US university involving veterinary students across
all four year levels found that students were more likely
to believe that dogs and cats had thought processes and
emotional abilities than farm animals, particularly poul-
try, with less than half the students believing that poultry
were capable of thought processes. Veterinary students
were also more likely to consider hot branding inhumane
for dogs and cats than for cows and pigs. Students aspir-
ing to work with small animals were more likely to con-
sider procedures inhumane for all species, except for cats,
than students aspiring to work with food animals.25

Moral Motivation
This study suggests that the majority of veterinary stu-
dents not only believed that their primary focus should
be the interests of the animals in their care, but that their
role extended to addressing the wider social issues of an-
imal protection. The relationship between moral distress
and a belief that animals’ interests should be given prior-
ity is supported by previous research that showed British
veterinarians regularly experience stress when animals’
interests are not respected (e.g., healthy animal euthana-
sia, financial limitations on treatment, and clients want-
ing to continue unwarranted treatment). Most (78%) of
these veterinary practitioners felt they had inadequate
ethics training during their veterinary degree.4

Such education deficiencies may contribute to the vet-
erinary profession being less proactive in addressing ani-
mal ethics issues than current veterinary students would
like. While over 90% of students believed that the veteri-
nary profession should be involved in addressing animal
ethics issues in the wider community, only one third
agreed that it was sufficiently involved. If the veterinary
profession had a high public profile in addressing animal
ethics issues, this would most likely have been recog-
nized. Developing the capacity for the veterinarian pro-
fession to be more involved in addressing animal ethics
issues in the wider community is therefore an important
priority for ethics education to prevent practitioners’
moral distress.

Students were mainly motivated to study veterinary
science because they enjoyed working with animals and
wanted to help sick and injured animals, indicating that
physical contact with animals is a primary motivator.
While helping sick and injured animals is an ethical mo-
tivation, it is a largely reactive one. However, the third
highest motivator was to improve the way animals are
treated, an ethical motivation that has the potential to be
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more proactive by preventing suffering and loss of life.
Although only 7% indicated this was their primary moti-
vator, 38% included it in their top three motivators, sug-
gesting that a significant proportion of students may be
interested in post-graduate programs to develop more
advanced ethical knowledge and skills for holding advi-
sory roles on animal ethics committees and for providing
ethical leadership in government and industry to both
address and prevent animal ethics conflicts.

University Culture
Organizational culture is important in ethical develop-
ment.26 For example, liberal arts college environments
are more conducive to fostering the development of
moral reasoning than other types of colleges and univer-
sities.27 Students in this study who had acted to resolve
ethical issues were in the minority. These students felt
less supported by their university culture to discuss and
resolve animal ethics concerns than students who had
taken no action. This suggests that veterinary science
schools may need to consider how they support con-
cerned students and ethical behavior.

Moral Action
While concern for animal ethics issues and professional
motivation were both strong, very few students had taken
action to address their concerns or to improve the treat-
ment of animals in the wider community. Other studies
have shown that intentions do not necessarily translate
into action. A study of 258 students in 59 clinical psychol-
ogy programs found that only 37% of students who iden-
tified the appropriate response (according to the American
Psychological Association’s Ethics Code) to an ethical
dilemma said that they would actually do what they be-
lieved they should do.28 The theory of planned behavior
attempts to account for the formation of intentions and
the achievement of behavioral goals: ‘‘People intend to
perform a behaviour when they evaluate it positively,
when they experience social pressure to perform it, and
when they believe that they have the means and oppor-
tunities to do so.’’29(p.118) As well, ‘‘psychological tough-
ness and strong character do not guarantee adequacy in
any of the other components [of moral behavior,] but a
certain amount of each is necessary to carry out a line of
action.’’7(p.24) This suggests that universities have an im-
portant role to play in teaching and facilitating conver-
sion of intentions into actions by giving students the
encouragement, means, and opportunities during their
program to take action to address animal ethics issues
and to build the psychological toughness needed to persist
in pursuing an ethical outcome.

The positive correlation between moral distress and
action to resolve concerns suggests that moral distress
could be a motivator for action or that taking action in-
creases moral distress due to legal and organizational dif-
ficulties that the majority of students agreed veterinarians
face in protecting animals’ interests. Regardless, it would
seem important for veterinary students, and the profession
as a whole, to develop skills in ethical action to be able to
address these difficulties and reduce moral distress.

Demographic Differences in Moral Sensitivity,
Motivation, and Action
Complementing research in which the year of study was
not significantly related to British veterinary students’
self-reported empathy with animals,11 there were no sig-
nificant differences in moral sensitivity between students
in their first and fifth (final) year in our study, with both
groups indicating strong concern and moral distress
related to animal ethics issues. However, in relation to
ethical motivation, although both cohorts were similarly
in agreement that veterinarians, and the profession as a
whole, should be involved in addressing animal ethics
issues in the wider community, fifth-year students indi-
cated less motivation to prioritize animals’ interests over
the interests of their owners or caregivers. This may be
due to their impending recruitment into the workforce
or it could be a cohort effect. Fifth-year students were no
different from first-year students in the extent of action
they had taken to address animal ethics issues, which
means that they are likely to enter the workforce with
few skills and little experience to address the ethical con-
cerns that are common in veterinary practice. Similarly,
while fifth-year students indicated more knowledge of
the physical, mental, and emotional characteristics of
animals than first-year students, there was no difference
in perceived knowledge and understanding of ethical
frameworks and principles or competence in ethical deci-
sion-making skills, suggesting room for growth in these
areas in the curriculum.

Veterinary students from non-English speaking back-
grounds reported less concern about how animals are
treated in the general Australian community and more
uncertainty as to whether they had experienced moral
distress. This may be because of their reported lesser
knowledge and understanding of animals’ physical and
mental/emotional characteristics or it could suggest a
lack of experience in the Australian community, cultural
differences in openly claiming knowledge, or differences
in actual levels of concern. Cultural differences regarding
levels of concern for animal welfare have been previously
identified in veterinary students.14

The absence of gender differences in our study appears
to conflict with research that shows that female veteri-
nary students express more concern for animal welfare
than male veterinary students in Australia13,14 and in the
UK11 and that female first-year students in the US agree
more than male students that a veterinarian’s first re-
sponsibility is to the animal when the animal’s interests
and the owner’s wishes conflict.12 However, our study
had a broader scope and was not focused on specific
animal welfare and rights issues. Research in human ethics
issues has shown female students to be only marginally
more ethically sensitive than male students18 and only
on some issues.30 Our male students did show less strong
agreement than female students that their primary focus
was the interests of animals in their care but more confi-
dence that they were competent in ethical decision-making
skills.

Companion animal experience appears to engender
commitment to animals’ interests over those of their
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owners or caregivers, whereas farm animal experience
has the opposite effect, which possibly explains why those
with more farm animal experience believed less that veter-
inarians face difficulties protecting animals’ interests. Ex-
perience with horses seems to engender greater knowledge
of animals’ physical and mental/emotional characteristics,
which may be because of the strong horse–owner bond.

Relationships Between Moral Judgment and
Moral Sensitivity, Motivation, and Action
Evidence from studies on the independence of moral
judgment, sensitivity, motivation, and action show low
to very low correlations between ethical sensitivity and
moral judgment and very low to an occasional/moderate
correlation among the other components.10 This study
shows some relationships between moral judgment levels
as identified in the VetDIT and students’ perceptions of
the other three components. For example, students with
higher levels of PI reasoning were more likely to experi-
ence moral distress. Providing opportunities to reflect on
moral judgment development theory to build capacity
for moral judgment may reduce moral distress. Students
with high levels of MN reasoning were less likely to ex-
perience moral distress but were less interested in being
involved in animal issues. Development of ethical sensi-
tivity and awareness of UP reasoning may help motivate
these students to address the animal ethics issues that
veterinarians inevitably face as a result of accepting norms.
Students with higher levels of UP reasoning showed more
sensitivity and motivation to address animal ethics issues
and to give priority to animals’ interests in their profes-
sional role. That these students perceived they had done
less to address animal ethics issues may be due to their
greater awareness of the number and size of the issues
and because opportunities for moral action and building
of moral character need further development, both in the
veterinary program and the organizational culture.

A limitation of this study was that under 50% of each
of the three cohorts participated and respondents were
from only one university. It is possible that students
who attended the teaching sessions were more interested
in ethics issues or were more committed to their learning.
Students absent from the teaching session were encour-
aged to complete the questionnaire online; however, none
did. Further research involving whole cohorts and in other
universities would be helpful. Nevertheless, this study sug-
gests that among veterinary students, there is substantial
moral sensitivity and motivation but minimal action to ad-
dress animal ethics issues. By nurturing these three com-
ponents of moral behavior, along with moral judgment,
in veterinary programs, veterinarians should be more ful-
filled and less stressed, and the veterinary profession
should be more able to play a significant role in address-
ing community concerns regarding animal ethics issues.
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