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Abstract

Background: Retention of veterinary practitioners has arisen as a significant problem in recent years in Ireland. No
prior Irish peer-reviewed publications have addressed this problem. An online questionnaire was available through
social media and via email to Irish vets from January to November 2019. The aim of this survey was to ascertain the
factors contributing to the problem of vet retention in Ireland.

Results: A total of 370 eligible responses were received. The median age of respondents was 31 and the gender
balance was 250 females (68%) to 118 males (32%). The majority of respondents worked in clinical practice 322 (89%),
with 138 (42.8%) in mixed practice, 115 (35.7%) in small animal practice, 49 (15.2%) solely with farm animals and 20
(6.2%) in equine practice.

Fifty-four percent of respondents described themselves as likely to be leaving their current job within two years and
32.8% as being likely to leave the profession. In total, 44 variables were assessed by univariate analysis and 27 variables
were significantly (P <0.05) associated with the likelihood of a respondent leaving their current job within 2 years
(LCJ2), as a proxy measure of the problem of retention. All variables significant on univariate analysis at P <0.2 were
included in a multivariable logistic regression model. Factors associated with LCJ2 included satisfaction with work-life
balance (Odds Ratio (OR) 0.33); satisfaction with working hours (OR 0.2); number of years qualified (OR 0.91); position
as a practice owner/partner/director (OR 0.15); and logsalary (OR 0.03).

Four variables were retained in a separate multivariable linear regression model as significant (P < 0.05) predictors of
loggsalary. Log;gsalary increased with years qualified. Males had an increased salary compared to females irrespective
of years qualified. Part-time employees, vets on maternity leave or postgraduate vets had a lower log;ysalary. Com-
pared to veterinary employees, self-employed or locum vets had a higher log,ysalary.

Conclusions: Veterinary employers should consider salary, working hours and the facilitation of a good work-life
balance in order to successfully retain veterinary employees. The significant difference in salaries currently offered
to male and female vets, and the high percentage of respondents considering leaving the profession, are important
findings and warrant further investigation.

TStephen H Beatty and Eoin G Ryan are joint first authors both authors
contributed equally to this work.

*Correspondence: eoin.g.ryan@ucd.ie

2 School of Veterinary Medicine, University College Dublin, Belfield Dublin 4,
Ireland
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

©The Author(s) 2022. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or

other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this
licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver (http://creativeco
mmons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated in a credit line to the data.


http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0694-6086
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s13620-022-00222-9&domain=pdf

Ryan et al. Irish Veterinary Journal (2022) 75:13

Page 2 of 15

[ Keywords: Retention, Recruitment, Veterinary employees, Sustainability, Salary, Work-life balance, Gender equality j

Introduction

There have been concerns among veterinary practice
owners in Ireland in recent years with respect to the
difficulty they are experiencing in recruiting and
retaining veterinary practitioners for clinical practice.
In the Veterinary Practice Survey Report 2021-22,
which is an annual report published by HLB Sheehan
Quinn, 60% of respondents indicated that their practice
was experiencing staff shortages [1]. The problems of
recruitment and retention of veterinary practitioners
is occurring even though the number of registered
veterinary practitioners with the Veterinary Council of
Ireland (VCI) has been steadily increasing and in 2021
reached 3222 individuals [2]. In the June 2021 issue of the
Veterinary Ireland Journal, there were 51 available jobs
for veterinary practitioners in Ireland [3]. This represents
approximately a 40% increase compared to June 2016
when there were 37 available positions advertised [4].
In their recent 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 Veterinary
Practice Survey Reports, HLB Sheehan Quinn found
that recruitment was highlighted as being the biggest
challenge facing veterinary practices today [5, 6]. Similar
trends and difficulties in recruiting are seen in the UK
[7—9] and in the United States [10].

Veterinary practitioners perform a crucial role in the
fabric of society through their role as custodians of
animal health and welfare, safeguarding the food chain
and through their contributions to scientific research
and academia. The emergence of the challenge of
antimicrobial resistance has highlighted the importance
of the veterinary practitioner in the whole area of One
Health, One Welfare. Anecdotally, there has been an
increase in the number of veterinary practitioners
working in companion animal practice to meet the
steady rise in companion animal numbers seen in this
country. There remains a consistent demand for farm
animal and equine practitioners. Despite the availability
of work and jobs in Ireland, a serious recruitment and
retention problem has arisen. This appears to be a more
significant problem for farm animal practices, similar to
the UK [8] and the US [10].

Recruitment difficulty could lead to financial losses for
practice owners. In a publication on employee turnover
in businesses, negative consequences associated with
employee turnover included costs both tangible, like
recruitment, selection, training and production loss, and
intangible costs like moral impact, workload impact and
team performance disruption [11]. The economic costs
of turnover can be very significant for businesses [12].

For example, Merck and company, the pharmaceutical
giant, has estimated that its turnover costs are between
150 and 250% of the employee’s annual salary [13]. High
staff turnover can also result in a lack of continuity of
care which can be a cause for clients to seek veterinary
care elsewhere. Experienced veterinary practitioners
are an essential part of the veterinary team as they can
contribute greatly to a high standard of care on offer
and can assist with training and mentorship of new and
recent graduates. Therefore, the ability to retain a skilled
and experienced veterinary workforce will have a direct
impact on animal welfare and food production in Ireland.

In a recent UK publication, a number of factors were
found to be affecting recruitment and retention of vets in
the UK veterinary profession [7]. Vets who were recently
qualified, on lower salaries and female were more likely
to leave their current position. The most commonly cited
reasons to leave a current employment position included
work-life balance, management factors and salary.
According to Hagen et al., respondents most disliked
dealing with people, deficiencies in work-life balance and
the physical/emotional impacts of the job. Respondents
in that study indicated that they would most like to
change the hours worked, team aspects and management.
The authors concluded that the current retention crisis
in the UK was due in part to the differing requirements
between modern-day veterinary employees, their
employers, the public and the profession [7].

Retention of vets in farm animal practice has been
identified as a key issue in the sustainability of veterinary
businesses and livestock health. In a UK cross-sectional
study, Adam et al. identified factors influencing the
retention of vets in farm animal practice [8]. Working
in a practice where accommodation was provided and
an increasing number of years since graduation were
associated with significantly lower odds of remaining in
farm animal practice, while working in a practice where
staff appraisals were carried out; coming from a family
with a commercial farm; spending more time on farm
work and being on call with an experienced vet in the
first job after graduation increased the odds of remaining
in farm work [8].

It is likely that factors influencing the retention and
recruitment of veterinary practitioners in farm animal
practice may vary between different countries. For
example, one of the largest barriers to retention and
recruitment of veterinarians in the US is student debt
[10]. In contrast, from an Irish perspective, while student
debt is a big consideration for veterinarians that have
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completed a graduate entry degree course, or that have
graduated from a fee-paying institution, student debt
is usually less of a factor impacting on graduates of the
5-year veterinary medicine degree programme from
University College Dublin (UCD). In a recent publication
from the US Council for Agricultural Science and
Technology (CAST), the challenges of rural life such as
lack of social and cultural opportunities, lack of access
to jobs for spouses, and childcare were of particular
concern for recruitment and retention of farm animal
veterinarians in US rural communities [10]. This was
compounded by rural practices’ attributes such as long
workdays and high on-call demands.

The demographic of the available veterinary workforce
may also be evolving. According to the Federation of
Veterinarians of Europe (FVE), the majority of European
vets are now under 45 [14]. With a younger workforce
comes generational differences in workplace values. More
vets are now seeking less traditional veterinary roles
e.g. management roles and work in the pharmaceutical
industry [14]. Emigration is proving a popular option
for veterinary practitioners who are moving to the UK,
Canada and Australia to seek employment. As is seen
in North America and across Europe [14], there is a
feminisation of the veterinary profession occurring in
Ireland. The impacts of feminisation of the profession
must be considered as part of research into retention and
recruitment issues, e.g. due to the increased likelihood of
women looking to change jobs [7].

The objectives of this cross-sectional study were to
ascertain the main factors contributing to the problem
of veterinary retention, particularly in general practice,
in Ireland, and to use this data to begin the process of
addressing the important risk factors with a view to
optimising the future sustainability of the Irish veterinary
profession.

Materials and methods

Study design

A cross-sectional study design was used to identify the
main factors associated with recruitment and retention of
veterinary practitioners in Ireland. The research proposal
was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee
— Sciences (HREC-LS) in UCD before data collection was
commenced (LS-E-18-224-Ryan).

Questionnaire

Data was collected via a web-based questionnaire using
Qualtrics software version November 2019. Copyright©
2019, Qualtrics [15]. The survey questions asked are
displayed in Additional File 1. An online questionnaire
was shared with existing members (employees
throughout the veterinary profession) of the Progressive
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Veterinary Network (PVN) using email, and on social
media, through Facebook (Veterinary Voices Ireland
Facebook page — used by a mix of veterinary employers
and veterinary employees) [16]; PVN Facebook page [17]
and via the PVN website [18]. While all VCI registrants
were not exposed to the questionnaire, the online
approach taken allowed us to survey a wide population
of the veterinary profession registered as practicing or
working in Ireland. All respondents were asked to give
their approval for their response data to be used for the
purposes of publications and to inform the veterinary
profession in relation to the factors influencing the
problems of retention and recruitment of veterinary
practitioners in Ireland. The online survey was open for
responses from 09/01/2019 to 11/11/2019.

Participants

The target population were all veterinary practitioners
registered with the Veterinary Council of Ireland (VCI)
working in Ireland. To be eligible, the target population
had to give prior consent for publication. Method of
recruitment was via self-selection following online and
email advertisements. As of January 2019, there were
2693 veterinary practitioners registered with the VCI
and, in total, there were 2956 veterinary practitioners,
57% male and 43% female, on the register at the end
of 2019 [19]. More detail on the age demographics of
veterinary practitioners registered with the VCI in 2019 is
displayed in Table 1. Using a confidence level of 95% and
population proportion of 0.5, a desired sample size of 336
was calculated as sufficient to yield results representative
of the target population [20]. Due to the anonymity of the
survey, it was possible that a respondent could answer
more than once. To prevent this, restrictions were placed
on use of the same IP address and IP addresses were
checked to prevent doubling of answers.

Table 1 Age-related demographic data of  veterinary
practitioners registered with the Veterinary Council of Ireland in
2019 (VCI Personal Communication, 2022)

% of
Veterinary
Practitioners

Age Range by Decade of Birth

1920s 0.1%
1930s 2%
1940s 7%
1950s 12.4%
1960s 15.5%
1970s 22%
1980s 26%
1990s 15%
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Variables

Quantitative variables included age, years graduated,
salary, days per week worked, hours per week worked,
annual leave, number of jobs worked, longest duration
worked and length of stay in the first job (Table 2). No
quantitative variables were grouped.

Statistical analysis

Questionnaire data collated in Qualtrics software
(Qualtrics, Provo, UT). Copyright® 2019, Qualtrics
[15] was downloaded to Microsoft Excel [21]. The
data were then imported into R version 3.6.2 [22] for
further data processing and statistical analysis. All data
manipulation was conducted using the “dplyr” package
in R [23]. Missing data was not imputed and was
treated as an N/A.

Preliminary descriptive statistics were performed on all
of the variables to gain a basic understanding of the study
population. For continuous variables, mean, median
and interquartile range were calculated. For categorical
variables, counts and percentages were calculated. Two
separate models were created, the first to determine the
factors associated with the likelihood of leaving a current
job within 2years (LCJ2 model), and the second model
examining the predictors of salary within the survey
population (Salary model). Continuous data were first
visualized using histograms to ensure they were normally
distributed. The salary data set was not normally
distributed and was transformed by log,,. Ordinal data
were treated as categorical data.

LCJ2 model

All variables were first screened in a univariate analysis.
Variables with a P-value <0.2 were offered to a multivari-
able logistic regression model. Variables were added to
the model in a forward stepwise manner in order of their
univariate P-value with variables with the lowest P-value
added first. After the addition of each variable, the P-val-
ues for the remaining variables were recalculated, and
variables with P > 0.05 were excluded from the model.

Salary model

All variables were first screened in a univariate analysis.
Variables with a P-value <0.2 were offered to a multivari-
able linear regression model. Variables were added to the
model in a forward stepwise manner in order of their
univariate P-value with variables with the lowest P-value
added first. After the addition of each variable, the P-val-
ues for the remaining variables were recalculated, and
variables with P >0.05 were excluded from the model.
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Results

The numbers of survey responses received and included
in the analysis are shown in Fig. 1. In total, there were 370
respondents who either fully or partially completed the
questionnaire and upon whose responses descriptive and
statistical analyses were carried out.

Descriptive data

The median age of the survey respondents was 31 (range
22-72years) and the gender balance was 248 females
(67.4%) to 118 males (32.1%). The majority of respond-
ents (298) received their veterinary education in Univer-
sity College Dublin (81.4%), with 38 (10.4%) respondents
having attended Szent Istvan University, Budapest and the
remainder attending UK and other European universities.
Of 321 respondents, 249 (77.6%) described themselves
as associate veterinarians or employees of a practice; 40
(12.5%) described themselves as practice owners/partners
and 8 respondents described themselves as Manager or
Clinical Director. Of 358 respondents, the average length
of time since qualification as a veterinarian was 8.7 years
(7.8years for female vets and 10.6years for male vets)
and the median length of time was 7years. While all 26
counties of the Republic of Ireland were represented in
the questionnaire results, of 355 survey respondents, 58
worked in Dublin (15.8%), 51 worked in Cork (13.9%),
with Tipperary (7.4%) and Galway (7.1%) the next highest.
Of 365 respondents, 325 indicated that they were working
in clinical practice (89%), 28 respondents were providing
government veterinary services (7.4%) and the remaining
15 respondents worked between academia, the pharma-
ceutical industry and as temporary veterinary inspectors
(T'VT’s, i.e. part-time government contracted meat inspec-
tors). With respect to those respondents working as full-
time vets in clinical practice, 138 were working in mixed
practice (42.7%), 115 were working in small animal prac-
tice (35.6%), 49 were working solely with farm animals
(15.2%), 20 respondents were working solely in equine
practice (6.2%) (Additional File 2).

In terms of employment status, 90.8% of respondents
were in full-time employment, 7.2% in part-time employ-
ment and 2.0% with another status of employment such
as locum or maternity leave (Table 2). Of those in clini-
cal practice, 78.3% were employees, 14.6% were practice
owners/partners/clinical directors and 7.1% were self-
employed. 19.1% of respondents were still in their first
job, and the longest duration that respondents were in
one job was on average 5.0years. 64.5% of respondents
were either somewhat satisfied or extremely satisfied
with their current job, while 26.8% were either somewhat
dissatisfied or extremely dissatisfied (Table 2). The major-
ity of respondents (53.6%) described themselves as likely
to be looking for a new job within two years, while 37.9%
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Table 2 Descriptive results of study population variables (n =370)
Category (n =respondents answered) Answer % n
Employment Status Full time 90.8 327
Part time 7.2 26
Unemployed 03 1
Locum 1.1 4
Postgraduate 0.6 2
Answered 100 360
Missing data 10
Length in last job < lyear 15.5 52
1-2years 254 85
2-3years 14.6 49
3-4years 104 35
>5years 149 50
Still in first job 19.1 64
Answered 100 335
Missing data 35
Longest duration in one job Mean (Years) (SD) 52 320
Missing data 50
Satisfaction in current job Extremely satisfied 16.6 55
Somewhat satisfied 479 159
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 8.7 29
Somewhat dissatisfied 20.8 69
Extremely dissatisfied 6.0 20
Answered 100 332
Missing data 38
Satisfaction with work-life balance Satisfied 375 124
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 9.7 32
Dissatisfied 529 175
Answered 100 331
Missing data 39
Likelihood of staying in Ireland Extremely likely 70.2 233
Somewhat likely 17.5 58
Neither likely nor unlikely 33 11
Somewhat unlikely 6.9 23
Extremely unlikely 2.1 7
Answered 100 332
Missing data 38
Likelihood of leaving vet profession in next 5-10years Extremely likely 10.3 34
Somewhat likely 225 74
Neither likely nor unlikely 1.9 39
Somewhat unlikely 164 54
Extremely unlikely 389 128
Answered 100 329
Missing data 41
Likelihood of looking for a new job in the next 2 years Extremely likely 324 107
Somewhat likely 21.2 70
Neither likely nor unlikely 8.5 28
Somewhat unlikely 164 54
Extremely unlikely 21.5 71
Answered 100 330
Missing data 40
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Table 2 (continued)
Category (n =respondents answered) Answer % n
Reason for leaving current position (Pick 3 reasons) Work-life balance 514 127
Top 5 displayed. Salary 368 91
Family 267 66
Working hours 263 65
OOH Rota 25.5 63
Answers 100 247
Missing data -
Future aspirations if leaving current position (Multiple answers Same type of work, but different employer 47.6 121
permitted) Different work, but still in veterinary field 272 69
Take a break for family or travel 14.2 36
Leave the veterinary field 10.2 26
Partnership 04 1
Retirement 04 1
Answers 100 254

Responses Started N=511

Excluded: No Questions Answered N=32
Excluded: No Consent Given N=4
Excluded: Consent Question Unanswered N=2

S

Gave Consent and Answered N=473

Excluded: Not Working in ROl N=95
Excluded: Not Answered Whether Working in ROl N=2

NS

Vets Working in ROl N=376

Excluded: Not Registered with VCI N=5

Excluded: Registration Question Unanswered N=1

S

Registered with VCI and Working in ROl N=370

Fig. 1 Numbers of participants at each stage of recruitment for survey analysis
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of respondents were likely to remain in their current job.
The likelihood of respondents leaving the profession
within the next 5 to 10years is also illustrated in Table 2.
It can be seen that 32.8% of respondents described them-
selves as likely to leave the profession, while 55.3% of
respondents were unlikely to leave the profession. Only
37.5% of respondents described themselves as satisfied
with work-life balance. In contrast, 52.9% of respondents
were dissatisfied with work-life balance (Table 2).

Risk factors associated with the likelihood of leaving
current job within two years (LCJ2 model)

In total, 44 variables were assessed by univariate analysis
(Additional File 3) and 27 variables were found to be sig-
nificantly associated with the likelihood of a respondent
leaving their current job within 2years (P <0.05).

Factors that contributed to current job satisfaction,
and less likelihood of leaving a current employment,
included satisfaction with the number of hours respond-
ents were required to work (p <0.001), the amount of
out of hours worked (p =0.005), satisfaction with ben-
efits coming with the job (p <0.001), including a contri-
bution to continuing professional development (CPD)
(p <0.001), the provision of maternity/paternity leave
(p =0.003) and a provision for sick leave as needed
(p <0.001). An extended 1 in 5 rota for on-call (p =0.007)
and out of hours (OOH) work (p =0.005) was associ-
ated with enhanced job satisfaction and a reduced likeli-
hood of leaving the current job. Similarly, if respondents
were satisfied with their current salary, they were less
likely to consider leaving their current job within 2years
(p =0.002). Respondents that described themselves as
practice owners/partners or directors were less likely to
leave their current job (p <0.001). Similarly, if a respond-
ent had spent 5years or more in their previous job, they
were more likely to remain longer in this current position
(p <0.001). Respondents that were satisfied with their
work-life balance were much less likely to move on to
another job within 2years (p <0.001). Respondents that
were less likely to leave the veterinary profession within
5-10years were also less likely to leave their current posi-
tion (p <0.001). Male veterinary practitioners were less
likely to move on from their current job within two years
than female veterinary practitioners (p <0.001). Veteri-
narians that were already working in state jobs, e.g. for
the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine
(DAFM), were found to be less likely to move on from
their current job (p <0.001). On the other hand, veteri-
nary practitioners that did not have an interest in leav-
ing practice for a position with DAFM were likely to stay
in their current position (p =0.003), as were veterinary
practitioners working in the Kildare and Meath region
(p =0.002).
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Some factors were found to significantly increase the like-
lihood of a respondent moving on to another job within two
years. These factors included family reasons and reasons
of poor work-life balance (p =0.04); a lack of annual leave
provision and CPD allowance (p =0.02); a desire to travel
(» =0.01) and having no strong feelings about wanting to
preferentially stay and work in Ireland (p =0.04).

Other factors were found to have both positive and
negative associations on a respondent’s decision making
on whether to leave their current job within two years.
These factors included years qualified (p <0.001) and age
(p <0.001), with younger, recently qualified veterinary
practitioners more likely to move on to a new position,
while older veterinary practitioners graduated for a longer
period were more likely to remain in their current job.
Log,,salary was found to significantly influence respond-
ent decision making (p <0.001), with veterinary practi-
tioners on lower salaries more likely to leave their current
employment within two years, while veterinary practition-
ers on higher salaries were less likely to move on. Recently
qualified veterinary practitioners, that had only worked
in a small number of jobs (p <0.001), especially jobs of
shorter duration, were more likely to move within 2years
to another job. All variables significant on univariate anal-
ysis at P <0.2 were then included in a multivariable logistic
regression model to look for variables significantly associ-
ated with the likelihood of leaving their current job within
2years. In the end, 5 variables were retained in the logistic
regression model as significant predictors of likelihood of
leaving their current job within 2 years (Table 3).

The multivariable logistic regression model showed
that as satisfaction with work-life balance increased,
the odds of respondents leaving their current job
within two years was significantly reduced (p =0.01).
Similarly, compared to a veterinary practitioner that
was dissatisfied with their working hours, there was
reduced odds of a veterinary practitioner leaving their
current job within 2years if they were neither satisfied
nor dissatisfied with their working hours (p <0.001). For
every one-year increase in years qualified, the odds of a
respondent leaving their current job within 2years was
significantly reduced (p =0.002). Also, if a veterinary
practitioner was already a practice owner/partner/
director, there was a significantly reduced odds of them
leaving their current job within 2years (p <0.001). Lastly,
for every one-unit increase in log,,salary, there was a
significantly reduced odds of a veterinary practitioner
leaving their current job within 2years (p =0.007).

Factors associated with salary: descriptive statistics

and salary model

Of 343 respondents, the median gross salary was
€50,000, with median female gross salary of €45,750
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Table 3 Results of the LCJ2 multivariable logistic regression model showing variables predictive of the likelihood of respondents

leaving their current job within 2 years

LCJ2 Model Results

Estimate Std.Error zvalue

(Intercept) 18.6211
Satisfied with work-life balance (Referent = Dissatisfied —1.1067
with work-life balance)

Satisfaction with hours worked - Neither satisfied nor —-16114
dissatisfied (Referent=Dissatisfied with hours worked)

Years qualified —0.0918
Position as practice owner/partner/director —1.8829
(Referent = Associate veterinarian/employee)

Log,salary —3.5344

P value Odds Ratio 95% Confidence Intervals
6.1930 3007  0.0026**
0.4350 —2544 00110* 0.3307 (0.1410,0.7756)
0.4509 —3.573 0.0004 *** 0.1996 (0.0825, 0.4831)
0.0294 —3.125 0.0018** 09123 (0.8613, 0.9664)
0.5694 —3.307 0.0009 *** 0.1521 (0.0498, 0.4645)
1.3197 —2.678 0.0074** 0.0292 (0.0022,0.3876)

Table 4 Median gross salary by area of the profession

Area of the Profession No. Respondents Median Gross Salary (€) Inter-
quartile
range (€)

Clinical practice (Overall) 304 48,000 20,000

Clinical practice (Male) 93 54,000 21,300

Clinical practice (Female) 210 45,000 15,000

Government veterinary services (Overall) 26 62,000 40,375

Government veterinary services (Male) 15 68,000 40,500

Government veterinary services (Female) 1 56,000 8,528

Other (academia, pharmaceutical, TVI, laboratory) (Overall) 13 62,000 38,000

Other (academia, pharmaceutical, TVI, laboratory) (Male) 2 85,500 40,500

Other (academia, pharmaceutical, TVI, laboratory) (Female) 1 56,000 37,250

Overall Median Salary 343* 50,000 20,000

Overall Median Salary (Male) 110 60,000 29,500

Overall Median Salary (Female) 232 45,750 15,000

*One respondent in clinical practice did not declare their gender

(n =232) and median male gross salary of €60,000
(n =110). The salary breakdown across different areas
of the profession is displayed in Table 4. Vets work-
ing in clinical practice had a markedly lower median
gross salary in comparison to veterinary practition-
ers employed by the Government or other areas of the
profession.

Of those respondents working solely in clinical practice,
the variation in median gross salary is displayed in
Table 5. The median gross salary of an associate/assistant
veterinarian or veterinary employee was €47,000.

It can be seen in Table 6 that there was a variation in
median gross salary between associate veterinarians/
employees in different areas of clinical practice, as well
as a difference in median gross salary by gender with
respect to clinical practice area. There was a gender pay
gap (GPG) of 10% between male and female associate
veterinarians/employees working in clinical practice.

For the purposes of this study, GPG was calculated by
expressing the difference in median gross salary between
genders as a percentage of median male gross salary. For
all respondents (Table 4), clinical and non-clinical, with
salary and gender data declared (n =343), there was a
gender pay gap with median male gross salary of €60,000
(n =116) and median female gross salary of €45,750
(n =242). This resulted in a difference in salary by gender
of €14,250 (Table 4) which was equivalent to a gender pay
gap of 23.8%.

It can be seen from Fig. 2, that there was a difference
in salary by gender with respect to years qualified, with
male veterinary practitioners receiving a higher salary.
This difference in salary between the genders appeared to
become greater with increased years qualified.

It can be seen from Fig. 3, that male veterinary prac-
titioners received a higher salary irrespective of hours
worked.
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Table 5 Median gross salary by type of employment amongst respondents working in clinical practice

Employment Position No. Male Gross Salary (€) Female Gross Salary (€) Median Gross Interquartile
Respondents Salary (€) range (IQR)
(€)

Associate Veterinarian/employee 240 50,000 (N =65) 45500 (N=175) 47,000 15,000

(IQR 18000) (IQR 14500)
Practice owner/partner/director 44 75,500 (N =20) 42,500 (N =24) 55,000* 35,000

(IQR 33750) (IQR 24450)
Self Employed/Locum 19 54,500 (N =8) 50,000 (N=11) 50,000 37,500

(IQR 35,000) (IQR 38,750)
Overall Median Salary 303 54,000 (N =93) 45,000 48,000

(IQR 21,300) (N=210)

(IOR 15,000)

*One respondent did not reveal gender status

Table 6 Median gross salary of associate veterinarians/employees by type of clinical practice

Clinical Practice Female Gross Salary (€)

Male Gross Salary (€) Median Gross Salary (€)

Equine 52,000(N=11)
(IQR 19,000)
Farm Animal 46,250 (N =14)
(IQR 17,250)
Mixed 45,000 (N =76)
(IQR 12,375)
Small Animal 46,500 (N =74)
(IQR 14,250)
Overall 45,000 (N =175)

55,000 (N =2) 52,000

(IQR 5000) (IQR 18,000)
50,000 (N =20) 49,000

(IQR 15,000) (IQR 15,750)
46,000 (N =35) 45,000

(IQR 19,000) (IQR 14,500)
54,000 (N =8) 47,500

(IQR 22,750) (IQR 14,000)
50,000 (N =65) 47,000 (N = 240)

Quantitative statistics

Univariate statistical analysis was carried out on 44
distinct variables and 26 variables were found to be
significantly associated with log;,salary at a P <0.05
(Additional File 4).

On univariate analysis, being employed part-time,
being unlikely to stay in Ireland, and having an opinion
that income suffered from not having the possibility of
temporary veterinary inspector (TVI) work at that time,
were negatively associated with log,,salary. All other
variables were associated with a higher log,,salary.

All variables significant to a confidence level of
P <0.2 on univariate analysis were then included in a
multivariable linear regression model to identify those
variables which significantly predicted log,salary. Five
variables were retained in the Salary Model (Table 7).

The salary model showed that there was a significant
increase in log; jsalary with each year qualified (p <0.001).
Males had a significantly higher log,,salary compared to
females, irrespective of years qualified (p <0.001). Com-
pared to being a full-time employee, part-time employees
had a significantly reduced log,,salary (p <0.001). Com-
pared to being an associate veterinarian or employee,
veterinary practitioners that were self-employed or

doing locum work had a significantly higher log, salary
(p <0.001).

Discussion

There has been a steadily worsening problem with recruit-
ment and retention of veterinary practitioners in Ireland,
particularly within clinical practice, over the last number
of years. Similar trends and difficulties in recruiting and
retaining vets have been described in the UK [7, 8] and in
the United States [10]. Other health professions in Ireland,
e.g. doctors, are also facing retention challenges [24]. The
main aim of this study, which was the first of its type in
Ireland, was to determine the factors influencing retention
of veterinary practitioners in Ireland. This survey was open
to all veterinarians registered with the Veterinary Council
of Ireland in 2019. However, the majority of participants in
this study were working in clinical practice (88.5%), which
was similar to the demographics of the recent UK recruit-
ment and retention paper (90.3%) by Hagen et al. 2020.
New graduates, classified as veterinary practitioners quali-
fied less than or equal to five years [25], accounted for 36%
of survey respondents. In comparison to Hagen et al. [7],
68% of our respondents were female compared to 77% in
the aforementioned UK study.
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Fig. 2 Comparison of salary of male (n =110) and female (n =230) respondents by years qualified

This study has highlighted a number of extremely
important findings which shed light on the current prob-
lems of retention of veterinary practitioners within the
Irish veterinary profession. The LCJ2 Model identified
that the main considerations influencing the likelihood

of veterinary practitioners leaving their current job
within two years were work-life balance, number of hours
worked and salary. Studies in Australia, Germany and
the United Kingdom also found that work-life balance is
a problem in their respective veterinary industries [7, 26,

Table 7 Multivariable linear regression model outcome showing predictors of Log,ysalary

Log,salary Estimate Std. Error tvalue P value
(Intercept) 45573 0.0482 94,582 <e-16***
Years Qualified 0.0074 0.0012 5.985 7.39e-09%**
Gender Male (Referent =Female) 0.0536 0.0151 3.540 0.0005***
Employment: Other* (Referent =Employment Full-time) —0.2640 0.0621 —4.253 2.97e-05%**
Employment: Part-time employment (Referent=Employment Full-time) —0.2042 0.0312 —6.548 3.25e-10%**
Position: Self-employed/locum (Referent= Associate Vet/Employee) 0.1191 0.0346 3443 0.0007***

* Other=Locum and postgraduates; *** variables with a P-value< 0.001
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27]. Work-life balance was one of the main reasons for
veterinary practitioners planning to leave their employ-
ment position in these studies and was correlated with
increased stress [7, 26]. Twenty-two percent of employ-
ers in one study believed that work-life balance con-
tributed to employees leaving their position [7]. In our
study, only 37.5% of respondents described themselves
as satisfied with work-life balance. In the authors’ experi-
ence, many Irish veterinary practitioners, especially dur-
ing their first five years, emigrate and work in numerous
countries around the world. This trend among veterinary
practitioners has also been mirrored in the Irish medical
profession [28]. In a contemporary study, the retention
of Irish trained hospital doctors was as much associated
with the quality of the work experience afforded Irish

trained doctors, as it was the quantity and composition of
the workforce in which they participated [28]. The con-
clusions from a recent Icelandic study [29], found that a
shorter working week was associated with workers expe-
riencing significant increases in wellbeing and work-life
balance, all while existing levels of service provision and
productivity were at the very least maintained, and in
some instances improved.

The LCJ2 model also showed that veterinary prac-
titioners qualified longer, and particularly veterinary
practitioners already established as practice owners/
partners, were less likely to leave their current posi-
tion of employment. A similar finding was highlighted
in the study of Hagen et al. [7], where recently qualified
vets were more likely to leave their current employment
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position. This UK study found family ties to be a strong
determinant of whether a vet was likely to remain work-
ing in a particular job or area. Family ties and business
commitments, as practice partners/owners, could also
be reasonably assumed to explain this finding in our
study. Indeed, family reasons and work-life balance were
significant findings associated with the likelihood of
leaving their current employment within two years on
univariate analysis in our study.

A worrying finding from our study was the fact that
32.8% of respondents described themselves as likely to
leave the profession. This is approximately double the
percentage of veterinary surgeons (17.2%) described as
planning to leave the profession in the future in the UK
study of Hagen et al. [7]. The Irish veterinary profes-
sion should take cognisance of this apparent lack of job
satisfaction among recent graduates and take action to
minimise the haemorrhage of talent. While the major-
ity of participants expected to apply for new positions
within two years (53.6%), most of these respondents
wanted to remain in the veterinary profession (53%)
and live in Ireland (78%). This suggests that where
improvements can be made in either work-life balance,
financial gain or both, progress in retaining veteri-
nary practitioners in their current positions could be
achieved.

The LCJ2 model highlighted salary as a significant fac-
tor associated with the likelihood of veterinary practi-
tioners leaving their current employment. In previous
similar studies, salary was also cited as a common factor
for leaving current employment in veterinary practice.
A recent survey of vets in the UK found that vets who
were female, on lower salaries, and those recently quali-
fied were more likely to plan to leave their current posi-
tion [7]. In that study the most common reasons given
by respondents for leaving their current employment
were, in order of frequency, work-life balance, manage-
ment and salary. A survey of veterinary practitioners in
the United States found that salary ranked third behind
emergency work and time off as a reason for leaving
rural practice specifically [30].

The Salary model in our study identified three signifi-
cant factors which influenced salary levels among sur-
vey respondents. These included years qualified, gender
and employment status (self-employed and locum
work). We have already discussed how years qualified
could be associated with the likelihood of a veteri-
nary practitioner already having reached the status of
partner/owner, which would likely also account for an
increased salary amongst this cohort of respondents.

While not the aim of this study, a significant gender
pay gap (GPG) of 10% was found between male and
female veterinary associates /employees working in
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clinical practice only, accounting for working hours
per week (see Table 6). This compared similarly to the
documented GPG in Ireland across all professions in
2018 of 11.3% [31]. Our findings are similar to other
countries such as the UK where the Society of Prac-
tising Veterinary Surgeons (SPVS) Salary survey 2020
[32], found a 15% GPG among veterinary surgeons.
In contrast, the SPVS survey found that the GPG
was much smaller in the group qualified <15years
(3-6%). In the Federation of Veterinarians of Europe
2018 Vet Survey [14], female vets were paid on aver-
age 12% less than their male colleagues which shows
that this issue is reflected at a European level. Even
though the GPG between male and female veterinary
associates/employees working in clinical practice in
our study appears to be consistent with other profes-
sions, this should not disguise the fact that a gender
pay gap undoubtedly exists within the Irish veterinary
profession. This is a very disappointing finding and
merits future attention by all stakeholders, including
practice owners/partners, Veterinary Council of Ire-
land, Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine
(DAFM), other relevant government departments, and
veterinary representative bodies. Interestingly, we saw
an overall GPG of 23.8% when accounting for the total
population of study respondents, and an even larger
GPG between male and female practice owners/part-
ners of 43.7%. Although there were only 46 practice
partners/owners in our study population, this GPG is
alarming and would certainly warrant further inves-
tigation to determine the significance of our finding.
If this is a consistent finding in a larger study of prac-
tice partners/owners, this could potentially represent a
barrier to women within the veterinary industry pro-
gressing professionally from a financial point of view.

Many factors are thought to contribute to a GPG such
as education, hours worked and lack of affordable child-
care, some of which may or may not apply to the veteri-
nary industry in Ireland. In Ireland women account for
70% of the part-time workforce [33] and this is often cited
as one of the main factors which could explain the GPG.
In our survey, there was no evidence of either working
hours or part time work contributing to the lowering
of female salaries as the majority of participants were
involved in full time employment. Currently, there are no
legal obligations for veterinary employers to share infor-
mation on the GPG of employees. The Gender Pay Gap
Information Act 2021 [34] requires certain employers
to share the differences in pay between male and female
staff. However, this legislation does not apply to employ-
ers with less than fifty employees. Veterinary employers
should take note of the greater attention on the issue of
GPG at a national level.
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There were some limitations with regard to our
study. As with all study types, cross-sectional studies
have their own underlying biases. These biases include
selection bias, information bias and confounding.
Selection bias occurs when the participants in the study
differ systematically from those not selected. With
respect to our study, there was a bias towards veterinary
associates/employees and veterinary practitioners with
internet access and more familiarity with social media
(PVN website [18]; Facebook; Instagram). The median
age of participants in our study was 3lyears of age.
This is slightly younger than the age distribution of the
registered veterinary practitioner population in 2019
(Table 1). There was also a gender bias, with 67.4% of
respondents in this study female compared to a gender
distribution of 43% female in the registrant population in
2019. Information bias can include recall and detection
biases. There can be a tendency for responses to be
socially acceptable, rather than the truth when self-
reporting [35]. However, this survey was anonymous in
order to maximise factual answers. Confounding was
dealt with during the statistical analysis of our findings.

The results of the statistical analysis from the survey
support the findings that salary and work-life balance
have a direct effect on retention of veterinary practition-
ers. These results are consistent with other studies pub-
lished in similar areas. In order to maximize retention of
veterinary employees, practice owners should focus on
ways to optimise employee salary and work life balance.

With a large proportion of survey participants show-
ing a desire for increased salary, veterinary employers
should ensure that their veterinary employees are paid to
industry standards and commensurate with their work,
skills and expertise. At the current time of writing there
is no salary guide for veterinary employers or employees
in Ireland. This can create discrepancies amongst what
veterinary practitioners earn for similar work performed.
The authors believe that a salary guide would help stand-
ardize salaries thus allowing employees to judge their
salary against the industry standard. SPVS in the United
Kingdom provides members with results of an annual
salary survey that details average salaries seen through-
out the profession [32]. In North America, the American
Veterinary Medical Association provides an online salary
calculator for veterinary professionals [36]. This provides
veterinary professionals with a benchmark from which
they can negotiate salaries during the interview process.
It may also help reduce the stigma associated with discus-
sions around salary in veterinary medicine and provide
students with a realistic salary expectation. Salary was
found to be highly statistically significant in relation to
the likelihood of veterinary practitioners seeking employ-
ment elsewhere. Therefore, this suggests that an increase
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in salary is inherently associated with the likelihood of
registrants remaining in their current jobs. This is an
important point for employers to consider, as it is likely
that an increase in salary will lead to a reduction in turn-
over of veterinarians. An interesting finding in our study
was the difference in salaries between veterinarians in
clinical practice and those working in government posi-
tions, with government veterinarian salaries being 40%
higher than those in clinical practice. This large gap may
increase the desirability of government roles over clinical
practice, and this may have contributed to the transfer of
a considerable number of veterinary practitioners from
clinical practice to roles with DAFM in recent years.

The majority of veterinary employees working in clini-
cal practice worked between 50 and 70hours per week,
highlighting a work life balance issue in veterinary prac-
tice in Ireland. This was also echoed in a recent Irish sur-
vey, in which 43% of respondents worked greater than
50hours per week [5]. A recent UK study [7] reported
that the majority of participants worked 41-60 hours per
week, which was lower than the 50-70 hours worked on
average by respondents in our study. While the working
hours referenced in our study included out of hours/on
call hours, this was still considerably more than the aver-
age working week in Ireland of 39hours per week and
would call into question the likelihood of adequate break
periods being made available to veterinary employees if
they work a 50-70hourweek. Efforts should be made
to ensure that veterinary employees are given the legal
minimum rest period of 11 hours rest for every 24-hour
working period, with defined break intervals during the
working day, and the maximum legal average working
hours of 48 hours per week as defined in section 15 [1]
of the Organisation of Working Time Act, 1997 [37]. A
work-life imbalance has been directly linked to burn-
out in human healthcare scenarios [38] and long work-
ing hours have been associated with poor mental health
[39]. The UK Vet Futures 2015 publication entitled “Tak-
ing charge of our future: A vision for the veterinary pro-
fession for 2030, identified health and wellbeing and
achieving a good work life balance among the top goals
for the veterinary profession [9]. The UK ‘Vet Futures’
initiative provides a template which the Irish Veterinary
Profession could benefit from exploring [9].

Within our survey population, 53.6% of veterinary
practitioners were considering leaving their current role
within the next two years. Given that finding, it would
be prudent to make suggestions of how we, as a profes-
sion, could practically and positively influence those fac-
tors identified as impacting the retention of veterinary
practitioners in Ireland. The introduction of novel Out of
Hours (OOH) rotas may help provide veterinary employ-
ees with more free time between their on-call duties.
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Likewise, the availability of dedicated OOH veterinary
service providers would alleviate the need for working
veterinary practitioners to be included in an OOH rota
altogether. The authors are aware of the practicalities of
providing such a service and realise that it may be lim-
ited to practice groups in an urban setting. Improve-
ments to workplace culture such as making sure staff take
their lunch breaks, finishing clinics on time and respect-
ing employees’ free time may seem like small steps but
can make a difference in enhancing work-life balance. In
relation to salary within the veterinary profession there
are many complexities and potential factors to consider.
A review of current veterinary practice structures, busi-
ness models and remuneration packages are necessary
to ensure sustainability of the veterinary profession in
Ireland. It is the authors’ opinion that an independent
economic report should be commissioned to examine
in detail the financial structure and future sustainability
of the prevailing practice model. The issue of the gender
pay gap highlighted in this study also requires significant
attention.

Conclusion

This study has highlighted several factors associated with
the retention of veterinary employees, particularly in
clinical practice, in Ireland. Veterinary employers should
consider salary, working hours and the facilitation of a
good work-life balance in order to successfully retain vet-
erinary employees. The significant difference in salaries
currently offered to male and female veterinary practi-
tioners is an important finding of this study and warrants
further investigation. Additionally, the finding that 33%
of study respondents described themselves as likely to
leave the veterinary profession in the next 5-10years
warrants further research to determine steps or measures
that can be taken by the profession to tackle this issue
and increase the long-term attractiveness of clinical vet-
erinary practice in particular for registrants. There is an
onus on leaders within the veterinary profession, and in
relevant stakeholder groups within the wider public and
agricultural sectors, to address these factors and look to
safeguard the future sustainability of this essential and
invaluable profession.
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