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Abstract

This study explored the experience of burnout in RVNs and the 
contributory factors. A questionnaire was analysed using a grounded 
theory methodology. Most perceived themselves to have become 
burnt out within the preceding 12 months. Thematic analysis revealed 
that the signs and consequences of burnout impacted on the 
individuals emotional, mental, and physical health, and on their ability 
to carry out their role. The main contributing causes of burnout were 
working conditions, a lack of professional respect, and the Covid-19 
pandemic. The professional consequences of which were work 
absences and potential reduced retention in specific clinics and the 
profession. This study has increased our understanding of how RVNs 
experience burnout and the multifaceted and interrelated factors 
which contribute to it.

Introduction

RVNs have been reported to experience burnout. Burnout occurs when 

occupational stress arises in the face of discrepancy between job 

requirement and available resources (Weintraub, et al., 2016). Burnout 

syndrome comprises emotional exhaustion, reduced sense of 

personal accomplishment and depersonalisation. It causes negative 

changes in nurses’ attitudes and behaviours toward work and can 

adversely affect the quality of patient care and job satisfaction (Zhang, 

et al., 2018).

Objectives

• To explore how RVNs in clinical practice experience burnout.
• Identify factors that contribute to burnout and the consequences of 

this phenomenon.

Materials and Methods

• A mixed methods questionnaire was administered to RVNs from 
March-April 2021. Open questions were thematically analysed using 
a grounded theory methodology. 

• Interested participants completed the British Medical Association’s 
Self-Evaluation Burnout Survey (2020), and only those scoring ‘high’ 
and ‘very high’ were eligible for inclusion.

• 428 respondents met the inclusion criteria.

Results

• The majority were female (97.9%), aged 18-45 (93.7%), qualified <10 
years (60.5%) and had become aware of their burnout within the 
preceding year (78% ).

• Symptoms included exhaustion and a dread of coming into work.
• The majority (82%) believed burnout affected their ability to do 

their job citing detachment, reduced self-confidence, making 
mistakes, and reduced patient care. 
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Conclusion

• These findings have increased our understanding of how RVNs 
experience burnout personally and professionally.

• The factors which contribute to burnout are multifaceted and 
often interrelated, with this complicated issue having been 
amplified by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

• The consequences of burnout are potentially significant for 
practices with work absences and possible impact on retention.

• Further research is required to devise solutions to this problem.

• 49.5% reported taking a work absence, with 22.3% taking multiple 
absences. 

• 44.3% of absences were <1 week, 30.6% 1-3 weeks, and 20.7% >1 
month.

• Actions being considered were leaving current practice (41.4 %) 
and leaving the profession completely (36.9%).

“Quality of nursing care deteriorates to the point that it’s not satisfactory for patient or 
nurse.”

Theme 1:
Working 

Conditions

• Workload, unsociable hours, overtime, poor work-
life balance.

• Incongruences between salaries and expectations 
of the role.

• Poor and unsupportive management.

Theme 2:
Professional 

Respect

• Lack of respect from veterinary surgeon 
colleagues and the public.

• Being undervalued and underappreciated.
• Nursing skills underutilised causing poor job 

satisfaction.
• Shifting public perceptions and negative media 

representation of the veterinary profession.

Figure 1: Themes of contributing factors

“Under-appreciation by other staff, especially veterinary 
surgeons, and by the public.”

Theme 3:
Covid-19 
Pandemic

• Exacerbated existing issues and intensified the 
experience.

• Anxiety around lack of PPE, social distancing 
requirements and exposure of self/loved ones.

• Overworked (increased duties and caseload) and 
understaffed (self-isolation and furlough).

• Not classified as key workers which exacerbated 
feelings of lack of professional respect.

• Poor team morale and guilt due to disparity in access 
to furlough scheme.

• Unable to see friends and family.

“Probably the trigger to it all. Covid changed everything 
from how we work to people’s behaviours and the stress 

involved in day-to-day work.”

“I have been made to feel as if the issues I am experiencing are 
due to personal fault, and not as a result of the frequently 

unreasonable workload demands asked of me.”

Three main themes of contributing causes were identified (Figure 1).

Discussion

The signs of burnout for these participants was similar to what has 

been described in the literature, with mental and physical exhaustion 

being the most cited symptoms. Many of the identified contributing 

factors are experienced by all veterinary professionals and the 

exacerbating effect of the Covid-19 pandemic was clear. Burnout was 

reported to negatively impact on work and personal life, with work 

absences required. There is a clear risk to professional retention.   


