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Abstract
Background: Veterinary students in the UK must visit a slaughterhouse as
part of their studies. There is currently limited evidence exploring how stu-
dents perceive these visits or which activities have been implemented to
support learning during a visit that may be emotionally challenging.
Methods: Veterinary students at the Royal Veterinary College and the Univer-
sity of Glasgow were invited to complete an online survey and participate in
follow-up focus groups.
Results: Participants appreciated the important role that veterinarians play
in the slaughterhouse. Most (69%) agreed that in-person visits are impor-
tant and would choose to visit, with around half (49%) thinking it should
be optional. Previous slaughterhouse experience improved students’ views
towards compulsory in-person visits. Teaching events covering the slaughter
process, videos and discussion sessions were perceived as useful preparatory
activities. Anxiety was the most common emotion associated with visits.
Limitations: The response rate was low, at 15.6%, and a small number of
students participated in focus groups. Data on diets and gender were not
collected.
Conclusion: Slaughterhouse visits are valued by students, although they can
cause negative emotions. Managing expectations and increasing awareness
of visitation requirements during the application process and subsequent
studies may improve the educational and emotional experience of visits.

INTRODUCTION

Veterinary professionals play a vital role in the slaugh-
terhouse. They safeguard animal health and welfare,
ensure food safety and help maintain public trust
in food production.1 It is important, therefore, that
those training to be veterinary professionals are pro-
vided with the knowledge and experiences necessary
to be able to undertake such roles upon gradua-
tion. The Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS)
regards slaughterhouse visits as a necessary part of
veterinary education. Within their accreditation stan-
dards, it states that ‘Clinical education in veterinary
public health (VPH) training must be complemented
by direct exposure in commercially run, approved
abattoirs’.2 Practical work in slaughterhouses as a
core component of undergraduate veterinary train-
ing is also required in the European Union,3 and
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it is included in the World Organisation for Animal
Health (WOAH) recommendations to achieve Day 1
competences.4 As a result, all veterinary students in
the UK must visit a slaughterhouse at least once during
their undergraduate studies.

Students typically enter veterinary medicine
because they love animals and want to care for them,5

with the majority of students at UK veterinary edu-
cational establishments (VEEs) envisioning a career
in clinical practice upon graduation.6 Recent reports
suggest that the levels of vegetarianism and veganism
among UK veterinary students are higher relative to
those within the general population.7 This is fairly
unsurprising, while there are multiple motivations for
a meat-free diet, ethical issues remain as the primary
reason for the majority.8 As described by Gadenne,9

the objectives of the veterinary profession (in its ded-
ication to the care of animals) and the ideology of
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ethical vegans (in opposing the harm of animals) are
somewhat congruous.

Although it is widely regarded that the slaughter
of animals for food is an emotive topic, there is
currently limited literature regarding how veterinary
students perceive slaughterhouse visits. Anecdotal
reports describe veterinary students as ‘uninspired’
and ‘disinterested’ at the beginning of slaughterhouse
visits, although they gain confidence throughout the
placement,10 while Seguino et al.11 reported that 98%
of students included in their study found the slaugh-
terhouse visit an interesting experience. The emo-
tional impact of animal slaughter on Dutch veterinary
students has been studied in more depth by Huls-
bergen et al.12 The authors reported that ‘tense’ and
‘insecure’ were the most frequently reported emotions
by students prior to their slaughterhouse experience. It
is noted, however, that Dutch veterinary students carry
out the slaughter of an animal, which is not normally
the case at UK VEEs.

Negative emotions, especially when experienced at
a high intensity, can be detrimental to learning.13

Previous studies have described that unfamiliar envi-
ronments, unclear expectations,14 lack of preparation
time and lack of self-confidence15 can be significant
sources of negative emotions for veterinary students.
Recently, technologies such as e-learning16 and virtual
reality11,17,18 (VR) have been developed to enhance the
learning experience of veterinary students in slaugh-
terhouse operations. However, the impact of these
tools on the emotional preparedness of students for an
in-person visit to a slaughterhouse is not clear.

Therefore, this study had three aims:

1. Evaluate students’ perceptions of slaughterhouse
visits as part of their core curriculum.

2. Assess what emotions are associated with a slaugh-
terhouse visit.

3. Identify resources currently used to improve stu-
dent learning and emotional experience during a
slaughterhouse visit.

METHODS

To address the aims of this study, quantitative and
qualitative data were obtained through an online
anonymous survey, followed by a focus group. Two
UK VEEs participated in this project: the School of
Biodiversity, One Health and Veterinary Medicine at
the University of Glasgow (SBOHVM) and the Royal
Veterinary College (RVC).

Survey development and distribution

A combined approach using review and summarisa-
tion of the scientific literature and anecdotal reports,
alongside expert opinion elicitation, was used in the
identification of suitable questions to be used in a sur-
vey. The survey was anonymous and conducted online
using Jisc Online Surveys software.19 It was piloted

with a group of six SBOHVM students prior to distri-
bution, which resulted in minor changes being made
to the layout and wording of the questions.

The survey consisted of 15 questions, including
single-answer responses, Likert items and open-text
questions, distributed in three main sections:

1. Participant information—included questions
regarding, age, year of study, nationality, whether
the participant had previously been to a slaugh-
terhouse and whether they were aware that
slaughterhouse visits are required during their
veterinary training.

2. Views on slaughterhouse visits as a learning event
and activities used by students to prepare for the
learning experience.

3. Views on the emotional impact of slaughterhouse
visits and the activities used by students to emo-
tionally prepare for the visit.

At the end of the survey, participants were invited
to enter their email addresses should they wish to be
invited to follow-up focus groups.

The survey was distributed to all students enrolled
in the veterinary medicine course at the SBOHVM dur-
ing April and May 2022 and the RVC during November
and December 2022. The survey was distributed by
sending a weblink via email to the students to allow
them to participate at a convenient time. The survey
was open for a 4-week period and a ‘reminder’ email
was sent 2 weeks prior to the survey closing.

Following data collection, the raw data were
exported from JISC to Microsoft Excel (version 2305,
build 16.0.16501.20074). Cleaned quantitative data
were then exported to IBM SPSS Statistics (version
26, IBM). Mann–Whitney U-tests were used to test
for differences in the distribution of answers to the
Likert scales between respondents who had previous
slaughterhouse experience and those who did not.

The data from participant responses to the open-
ended text questions were analysed using an induc-
tive, manifest content analysis20 to identify themes in
responses to each open-text question. Themes were
included in the analysis if they were present in more
than 3% of responses.

Focus groups

Participants who entered their email addresses were
invited to attend a focus group. The aim of the focus
groups was to gather further data on student views
of slaughterhouse visits by encouraging participants
to elaborate on questions included in the survey. The
focus groups took place on Zoom (Zoom Video Com-
munications, https://zoom.us/). At the SBOHVM, five
focus groups were run in July 2022, each with two
students. At the RVC, two focus groups were run in
June 2023, each with three students. Focus groups
were conducted by authors S.S. and L.F., who at the
time of data collection were veterinary students at the
SBOHVM. These students were given training prior to
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facilitating the first focus group. All focus groups lasted
between 45 minutes and 1 hour.

Focus group sessions were recorded, and the tran-
scripts were analysed using NVivo 12 software (QSR
International, version 12, 2018) to identify themes in
the qualitative data. Two authors (E.W. and S.S.) inde-
pendently coded the data to allow for cross-matching
of themes. Representative participant quotes included
in subsequent sections have been anonymised.

RESULTS

Participants

A total of 340 participants completed the survey;
38.8% (132) were from the SBOHVM and 61.2% (208)
were from the RVC. All respondents completed the
majority of the questions; therefore, all were included
in the analysis. Third-year students were the most
represented at 30.6% (104) of respondents, followed
by fifth-year students at 19.7% (67), fourth-year stu-
dents at 19.4% (66), second-year students at 15% (51),
first-year students at 13.2% (45) and ‘other’ at 2.1%
(7). Over two-thirds of the respondents, 69.1% (235),
were in the 20–25 years age bracket, with 17.1% (58)
in the 26–30 years bracket, 8.5% (29) under 20 years,
3.2% (11) in the 31–35 years bracket, 1.8% (6) in the
36–40 years bracket and 0.3% (1) over 40 years. The
majority of respondents were from the UK (57.6%,
196), followed by 32.4% (110) from the Americas, 5%
(17) from Asia and 5% (17) from the rest of Europe.
Over one-third (37%, 125) had previous experience
in a slaughterhouse prior to completing the survey,
and 13.8% (47) had slaughterhouse experience during
their veterinary studies.

A total of 16 students participated in the focus
groups. The majority of those participating in the focus
group had no previous slaughterhouse experience10;
one focus group participant was in their second year of
study, eight in their third year, five in their fourth year
and two in their fifth year.

Survey responses

Students’ perceptions of slaughterhouse
visits as part of their veterinary school
curriculum

Of the total study population, 31% (105) of partici-
pants were not aware of the requirement to visit a
slaughterhouse as part of the veterinary curriculum.
Seven respondents expanded on this in the open-text
questions:

‘I was not aware of mandatory slaughter-
house visits. I am now in third year’.

‘Before completing this survey I did not
know that I needed to visit a slaughter-
house’.

‘The first thing I knew of it being part of my
vet training was in the email I received with
this survey. I knew some vet schools had
it as compulsory but I didn’t know it was
compulsory at RVC’.

Overall, 94% (320) of respondents either agreed or
strongly agreed that veterinarians have an important
role to play in the slaughterhouse, 69% (236) agreed or
strongly agreed that a slaughterhouse visit is impor-
tant in their education and 51% (175) disagreed or
strongly disagreed that classroom learning would be
sufficient (Table 1). There was a significant difference
in the distribution of answers between respondents
with previous slaughterhouse experience and those
without for all Likert items (Table 1). Compared to
those without, a higher percentage of participants with
previous slaughterhouse experience agreed that a visit
is important, is a valuable learning opportunity, that
veterinarians have an important role in the slaugh-
terhouse and would choose to visit a slaughterhouse.
A lower percentage of those with previous experience
agreed that classroom-only teaching is sufficient.

‘Importance’ and ‘good learning experience/
helpful’ were themes in the open-text responses
to the questions ‘Imagine you have been told you
are visiting a slaughterhouse tomorrow; how would
you feel?’ (Table 2) and ‘Any other comments?’. Out
of a combined total of 483 responses to those ques-
tions, 23% (109) mentioned ‘importance’ and 5% (23)
mentioned ‘good learning experience/helpful’.

Sixty-two percent (210) of respondents either agreed
or strongly agreed they would choose to visit a slaugh-
terhouse as part of their training. However, 49%
(165) agreed or strongly agreed that the visits should
be optional. There was a significant difference in
the distribution of answers between respondents with
previous slaughterhouse experience, in which a higher
percentage disagreed that visits should be optional,
and those without previous experience, and a higher
percentage of those with previous experience would
choose to visit the slaughterhouse (Table 1).

‘Making visits optional’ was identified as a theme in
the responses to three of the open text boxes: What
could you suggest to your veterinary school in order
to improve the learning experience either before, dur-
ing or after a slaughterhouse visit organised as part
of your course? (Table 3). What could you suggest on
how your veterinary school could help improve how
emotionally prepared you are for a slaughterhouse
visit? (Table 4). Any other comments? Of a total of 499
responses to these questions, 103 (20.6%) mentioned
that visits should be optional. Eleven responses (2.2%)
mentioned that visits should be mandatory.

What emotions are associated with a
slaughterhouse visit?

Sixty percent (204) of respondents answered that
their emotions would be impacted by visiting a
slaughterhouse, with 62% (211) agreeing or strongly
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T A B L E 1 Responses to Likert item questions as percent (n).

Previous
slaughter-
house
experience

Strongly
disagree Disagree

Neither
agree nor
disagree Agree

Strongly
agree Meana

Significance,
p

Visiting a slaughterhouse is
an important part of my
veterinary education.

No 14.9 (32) 15.8 (34) 6.5 (14) 34.9 (75) 27.9 (60) 3.45 <0.0001

Yes 10.4 (13) 3.2 (4) 5.6 (7) 30.4 (38) 50.4 (63) 4.07

Total 13.2 (45) 11.2 (38) 6.2 (21) 33.2 (113) 36.2 (123) 3.68

Visiting a slaughterhouse
will provide a valuable
learning opportunity.

No 12.1 (26) 9.3 (20) 12.1 (26) 34.4 (74) 32.1 (69) 3.65 <0.0001

Yes 7.3 (9) 6.5 (8) 8.1 (10) 25.0 (31) 53.2 (66) 4.10

Total 10.3 (35) 28.2 (28) 10.6 (36) 30.9 (105) 135 (39.7) 3.82

We can be taught everything
we need to know about
slaughterhouses in the
classroom environment.

No 7.9 (17) 35.3 (76) 17.2 (37) 22.3 (48) 17.2 (37) 3.06 <0.0001

Yes 19.2 (24) 46.4 (58) 11.2 (14) 16.0 (20) 7.2 (9) 2.46

Total 12.1 (41) 39.4 (134) 15 (51) 20 (68) 13.5 (46) 2.84

Veterinarians have an
important role to play in
the slaughterhouse.

No 0.4 (1) 1.9 (4) 4.7 (10) 30.7 (66) 62.3 (134) 4.53 <0.0001

Yes 0.4 (1) 0 (0) 3.2 (4) 15.2 (19) 80.8 (101) 4.75

Total 0.6 (2) 1.2 (4) 4.1 (14) 25 (85) 69.1 (235) 4.61

Given the choice, I would
visit the slaughterhouse.

No 28.8 (62) 9.8 (21) 4.7 (10) 29.3 (63) 27.4 (59) 3.17 0.01

Yes 16.1 (20) 6.5 (8) 6.5 (8) 28.2 (35) 42.7 (53) 3.75

Total 24.1 (82) 8.5 (29) 5.3 (18) 28.8 (98) 32.9 (112) 3.38

Visits to the slaughterhouse
should be optional.

No 8.8 (19) 19.1 (41) 16.3 (35) 25.6 (55) 30.2 (65) 3.49 <0.0001

Yes 25.8 (32) 23.4 (29) 14.5 (18) 16.9 (21) 19.4 (24) 2.81

Total 15.0 (51) 20.6 (70) 15.6 (53) 22.4 (76) 26.2 (89) 3.24

Note: Significance in differences of distribution of answers between participants with and without previous slaughterhouse experience calculated using Mann–
Whitney U-test.
aLikert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

T A B L E 2 Open-ended responses to the question ‘Imagine you have been told you are visiting a slaughterhouse tomorrow; how would
you feel?’

Theme Example quote Percentage of responses

Nervous/anxious I would feel quite apprehensive 31

Sad/unhappy I think that emotionally I will be upset by the experience 19.8

Important I feel it is important to understand the roles of veterinarians outside of
general practice

19.1

Fine Would have no strong feelings either way 17.5

Interested I would be interested to understand the processes that minimise stress for the
animal

12.9

Excited Since farm animal medicine is a future prospect I am excited to visit a
slaughterhouse

10.6

Useful/good learning
experience

Feel like you can only learn properly by visiting in person 9.6

Unprepared Ill prepared for what I would see 8.9

Uncomfortable Uncomfortable 5.6

Look forward I would look forward to learning more about it 5.3

Do not want to go Do not want to see the slaughtering of animals 5.3

Note: Theme included in the table if mentioned in over 3% of responses (n = 303).

agreeing that they felt some apprehension about vis-
iting the slaughterhouse. Just over one-third (116)
felt positive about a slaughterhouse visit (Table 5).
There was a significant difference in the distribution of
answers between respondents with previous slaugh-
terhouse experience and those without for all Likert
items (Table 5). Compared to those without, a higher
percentage of participants with previous slaughter-
house experience felt positive about a visit, and a

lower percentage felt apprehensive or unsure of what
to expect.

Open-ended responses to the question ‘Imagine
you have been told you are visiting a slaughterhouse
tomorrow; how would you feel?’ are given in Table 2.
The key comments were that respondents felt ner-
vous/anxious and sad/unhappy about the visit. Other
responses were more positive describing feelings of
excitement and the importance of a visit.
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T A B L E 3 Open-ended responses to the question ‘What could you suggest to your veterinary school in order to improve the learning
experience either before, during or after a slaughterhouse visit organised as part of your course?’

Theme Example quote
Percentage of
responses

More lectures/content/information More info about the slaughtering process and what particular aspects
we should be observing

17.6

Discussions/Q&As A discussion with staff members who have spent time in a
slaughterhouse before and after the visit would be helpful

16.4

Not go/alternative option Make the visit optional with online material in replacement 15.1

Know what to expect/how to act Briefing of what to expect and ways to cope in case something
unexpected happens

8.4

Videos Show more videos 8.0

Already good Think our veterinary school has gone into great detail about
slaughterhouse practice and so I do not think we would need any
additional experience before seeing it in person

5.4

Virtual reality The 3D goggles experience was brilliant 5.4

Warning They should plan for a date weeks or months ahead to allow students
to prepare

5.0

Emotional support Offer sessions to allow students to cope with their emotions pre and
post visit

4.2

More/earlier visits I think the visit to a slaughter house could come earlier in our time at
university. Multiple visits to different slaughter house types could
be beneficial

3.7

Note: Theme included in the table if mentioned in over 3% of responses (n = 238).

T A B L E 4 Open-ended responses to the question ‘What could you suggest on how your veterinary school could help improve how
emotionally prepared you are for a slaughterhouse visit?’

Theme Example quote
Percentage of
responses

Discussions with staff/students To discuss the various emotional and mental impacts 17.5

Emotional support Make sure students are aware of the support they can get 14.1

Videos Videos honestly help 10.3

Review of material/more information Lectures on the topic, explain what happens and also why 7.7

Not the role of the University/nothing can be done I think that is a deeply personal issue and not one the school
has the capacity to aide

6.0

Acknowledgement of emotions by staff Tell us that our feelings are understandable and valid 5.6

Give clear expectations Give the real view rather than a loose overview of the
experience

5.1

Make the visit optional Option to opt out of visit 5.1

Give warning Give us warning of how the visit may make us feel 3.8

Virtual reality The virtual reality content was the best was to prepare me 3.4

Note: Theme included in the table if mentioned in over 3% of responses (n = 234).

What resources are used to improve student
learning and emotional experience during a
slaughterhouse visit?

Lectures and videos were the activities most used by
respondents to prepare for learning during a slaugh-
terhouse visit. They were also reported as the most
useful activities, with 86.7% (235) and 82.9% (213) of
respondents reporting them as very helpful or some-
what helpful, respectively. Virtual tours (3D) were the
most unhelpful activity to prepare the respondents,
with 21.4% (35) reporting them as very unhelpful or
somewhat unhelpful; however, in general, all of the
activities included in the survey were deemed helpful
(Figure 1).

Open-ended responses to the question ‘What could
you suggest to your veterinary school in order to
improve the learning experience either before, during
or after a slaughterhouse visit organised as part of your
course?’ are given in Table 3. More learning materials,
discussions and question-and-answer sessions were
the most prevalent responses.

Respondents considered videos and farm animal
practicals/extramural studies (EMS) as the most
useful activities to emotionally prepare them for a
slaughterhouse visit, with 66.2% (172) and 62.7%
(145) of respondents, respectively, reporting them as
very helpful or somewhat helpful. Lectures were the
most unhelpful activity to emotionally prepare the
respondents, with 28.8% (76) reporting them as very
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T A B L E 5 Responses to Likert item questions as percent (n).

Previous
slaughter-
house
experience

Strongly
disagree Disagree

Neither
agree nor
disagree Agree

Strongly
agree Meana

Significance,
p

I feel positive about visiting
the slaughterhouse.

No 31.1 (67) 19.5 (42) 20.9 (45) 19.5 (42) 8.8 (19) 2.55 <0.0001

Yes 16.1 (20) 9.7 (12) 29.8 (37) 23.4 (29) 21.0 (26) 3.23

Total 25.6 (87) 15.9 (54) 24.1 (82) 20.9 (71) 13.2 (45) 2.8

I have some apprehension
about visiting the
slaughterhouse.

No 6.5 (14) 9.8 (21) 10.2 (22) 37.7 (81) 35.8 (77) 3.87 <0.0001

Yes 15.3 (19) 23.4 (29) 18.5 (23) 29.0 (36) 13.7 (17) 3.02

Total 9.7 (33) 14.7 (50) 13.2 (45) 34.4 (117) 27.6 (94) 3.56

My emotions will not be
impacted by the prospect
of visiting a
slaughterhouse.

No 36.3 (78) 30.7 (66) 12.1 (26) 13.5 (29) 7.4 (16) 2.25 <0.0001

Yes 19.4 (24) 29.0 (36) 16.9 (21) 16.9 (21) 17.7 (22) 2.85

Total 30.0 (102) 30.0 (102) 13.8 (47) 14.7 (50) 11.2 (38) 2.47

I am not sure what to expect
on my slaughterhouse
visit.

No 9.3 (20) 20.5 (44) 22.8 (49) 36.3 (78) 11.1 (24) 3.20 <0.0001

Yes 33.0 (41) 38.7 (48) 17.7 (22) 8.1 (10) 2.4 (3) 2.08

Total 17.9 (61) 27.1 (92) 20.9 (71) 25.9 (88) 7.9 (27) 2.79

Note: Significance in differences of distribution of answers between participants with and without previous slaughterhouse experience calculated using Mann–
Whitney U-test.
aLikert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

F I G U R E 1 Perceived helpfulness of different activities in improving the student learning experience of slaughterhouse visits, given as a
percent of respondents who have experience with the activity. The number of respondents who had reported experience of each activity is
given in brackets on the x-axis. EMS, extramural studies

unhelpful or somewhat unhelpful. All activities
included in the survey were deemed helpful overall
(Figure 2).

Open-ended responses to the question ‘What could
you suggest on how your veterinary school could
help improve how emotionally prepared you are for
a slaughterhouse visit?’ are given in Table 4. Dis-
cussions with staff and/or students, specific emo-
tional support and videos were the most prevalent
responses.

Focus group responses

In the analysis of the focus group data, three themes
were identified. These were:

1. The necessity for in-person slaughterhouse visits.
2. Feelings of anxiety/nervousness associated with

slaughterhouse visits.
3. Methods for improving in-person slaughterhouse

visits.
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F I G U R E 2 Perceived helpfulness of different activities in improving student emotional preparedness for slaughterhouse visits, given as
a percent of respondents who have experience with the activity. The number of respondents who had reported experience of each activity is
given in brackets on the x-axis. EMS, extramural studies

The necessity for in-person slaughterhouse
visits

Within this theme, there were two distinct and oppos-
ing viewpoints from the focus group responses. Some
students believed that in-person slaughterhouse visits
are an important requirement for all veterinary stu-
dents to complete, with the reasons given including
the role of the veterinarian in public education, the
use of animal products in pet food and getting a well-
rounded educational experience. Meanwhile, others
expressed the feeling that in-person slaughterhouse
visits may be more important for some veterinary
career paths than others. While a veterinarian should
know aspects of each species, including the final path
of production animals, it would be less necessary
for someone who aspires to work as a small animal
practitioner. Nine focus group participants stated
that visits should be optional. Multiple participants
suggested that there be an option for moral, religious
or emotionally distressing excusal, with a potential
substitution using another related activity so that
educational content regarding the slaughterhouse is
still delivered to that student, without the potentially
negative emotional or mental impact. However, it was
identified by participants that a virtual experience
does not fully capture the experience of an in-person
visit, for example:

‘There are some things I don’t think the
virtual will necessarily capture. Well, like
something that threw me off was the sheep
had a lot of like postmortem what it’s

called, but like muscle fasciculations like
they twitched so much after death. It was
something I personally never seen before.
I don’t think a simulation can really kind of
prepare you for like how fast the cow drops
… but just like what it takes to slaughter a
cow … you have to open the neck, and then
go … it’s a very unique experience … like
there’s just some things that you won’t be
able to capture in a virtual sense. So I think
at least one [visit] is necessary’. Participant
F

Other participants agreed and commented that the
academic benefits they get from online resources feel
significantly lower than those they get from in-person
experiences:

‘I think the most clear thing is that when
you’re watching something online, it can
be a little bit less engaging maybe a little
bit more boring, and maybe you don’t pick
up on all of the things’. Participant L

A number of participants used examples from small
animal practice when describing their views on in-
person slaughterhouse visits as a learning experience,
for example:

‘like doing a spay, like you know I’m not
going to really learn how to actually do it
in you know unless I’m in the surgery room
doing it, and so, seeing it in person is very
important’. Participant G
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‘It’s like I wouldn’t want anyone going
into smallies who’d never experienced a
euthanasia in person. I wouldn’t want any-
one going into farm who had never been to
a slaughterhouse’. Participant E

Feelings of anxiety/nervousness associated
with slaughterhouse visits

Five participants described feelings of nervousness or
anxiety at the prospect of visiting a slaughterhouse,
and one described a visit as ‘upsetting and kind of an
emotional drain’ (Participant B). The other 10 partici-
pants admitted to not feeling apprehensive and having
no distinct feelings towards a visit. Some participants
acknowledged that even if it did not impact them,
others may find a slaughterhouse visit emotionally
difficult.

‘I feel fine with it. from my perspective I
think, if you’re willing to be a person that
eats meat or something that requires a liv-
ing creature to die, you should be willing
to be the person that does that process
yourself … I don’t know if there’s certain
cultures or religions that would have their
own adversities to all that, their own views
against that kind of thing. So, I would sug-
gest that maybe there could be an exemp-
tion for those types of things rather than
what career path someone would think
they’d go down’. Participant P

Methods for improving in-person
slaughterhouse visits

The methods used by students differed depending
on the participant’s stage within the veterinary pro-
gramme. Those further along in their studies com-
mented that preparation for slaughterhouse visits via
lectures, self-directed learning and assignments is
useful:

‘But I think that, I mean I think they’ve
given me it just about as much as they
could have without actually taking me out
to one. Aside from the virtual tour I don’t
think there’s much more that they could
have shown me’. Participant C

Focus group participants in earlier years of the pro-
gramme commented that the disclosure of the slaugh-
terhouse visit requirement should be clearer and
earlier in the course of their studies.

‘They could tell students what to expect …
they can just be a little bit more upfront
about what’s going to happen when. I’m
not so concerned specifically about the

slaughterhouse visit like if I found out in
third year, even if I found out the begin-
ning the fourth year, I don’t think it’s going
to change much about what happens, or
what I do. I do think it will make me make
me feel a little bit more comfortable in
general’. Participant L

Discussion sessions before and, in some suggestions,
after the visit to help students process what they are
about to see, what they have seen, and how they feel
about it were also discussed.

‘It would be nice if we’re going to have a
little talk before, about what you’re wor-
ried about and what you can expect from
those worries, are we gonna have a little
talk afterwards to talk about the emotions
that you’re feeling and then it’s okay to feel
that way’. Participant I

All but one participant mentioned the value of discus-
sions. Participant F stated they would feel ‘incredibly
uncomfortable in that kind of a situation’ and there-
fore suggested that discussion sessions either with
staff or other students should be optional.

DISCUSSION

To our knowledge, this study is the first to collect data
from UK veterinary students regarding their views of
in-person slaughterhouse visits. The number of veteri-
nary students in the UK is increasing, with two new
institutions accepting students for the first time in
2023. In order for both new and existing veterinary
schools to comply with national2 and international
accreditation standards,21 all their students must visit
a slaughterhouse in person. The knowledge gained
from this research project could be valuable in under-
standing how students perceive these visits and how to
improve their preparation for a better experience and
learning opportunity.

Student views on slaughterhouse visits as
part of their veterinary school curriculum

Just under one-third (31%) of participants were
unaware that they were required to visit a slaughter-
house. In general, the awareness of the requirement
increased in the later years of the course, which is
unsurprising given that in both the RVC and SBOHVM
the VPH teaching, including slaughterhouse opera-
tions, is concentrated in years 3–5 of the programme.
Being aware of an upcoming potentially emotionally
challenging event can give students time to prepare22

and that additional time to emotionally prepare may
enhance learning.23 In subsequent sections of this sur-
vey, participants commented that giving ‘warning’ of
a visit would be valuable in helping them prepare
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both emotionally and to facilitate learning. Therefore,
ensuring that students are aware of slaughterhouse
visits earlier in their studies would likely be benefi-
cial. It should be noted that most UK VEEs do highlight
slaughterhouse visits in their application process as
a potential activity to carry out as part of their work
experience prior to applying to a veterinary school
and as potential extramural placements during the
veterinary course. Additionally, UK VEEs who have
licenced slaughterhouses highlight them as part of
their teaching facilities.24

Participants widely perceived slaughterhouse visits
as important, both in the responses to the Likert items
and the open text questions, with the majority (62%)
choosing to visit if presented with the choice of doing
so. Having previous slaughterhouse experience had a
significant impact on responses to all Likert items in
the survey, with participants with previous experience
more likely to agree that a visit is important and that
the veterinarian plays an important role in the slaugh-
terhouse. They are also more likely to choose to visit.
This subsection of participants was also more likely to
disagree that visits should be optional and that every-
thing can be taught in the classroom. There are several
possible reasons for the difference. First, those seeking
specific slaughterhouse experience, especially prior
to commencing their studies, are perhaps already of
the opinion that a visit would be beneficial for their
future career. Second, as described in the focus group
responses, there are aspects to a visit that cannot
be ‘prepared for’ or appreciated unless experienced
firsthand. A third explanation may be that experienc-
ing slaughter may cause a shift in emotions and a
reduction in apprehension.12

Although visits were viewed as important, around
half (49%) of participants agreed they should be
optional, and this was also mentioned in the open-text
responses and during the focus groups. Reasons given
included ethical or religious objection, emotional dis-
tress and a visit not being relevant for the student’s
anticipated career path. In reference to career path,
graduates of RCVS-accredited veterinary schools must
meet the outlined Day 1 competences,25 which are
aligned with international standards and recommen-
dations (e.g., European Association of Establishments
for Veterinary Education, Federation of Veterinari-
ans of Europe and WOAH) and must cover all areas
of learning relevant to the profession (basic sci-
ences, clinical sciences, animal production and food
hygiene). Students’ preferences for specific career
paths during their undergraduate studies may not
reflect their actual career progression after graduation;
additionally, an important proportion of students may
not be clear about the career paths they would like
to explore,26,27 and job opportunities outside of gen-
eral practice are less well recognised or understood.28

Exposing students to the wide variety of career options
available in the profession contributes to increasing
awareness and interest in these areas.29–31 A recent
RCVS report32 highlighted that, since 2018, there has
been a notable increase in veterinarians leaving the

UK-practising category of registration. A majority of
these leavers (45%) had been in the profession for 4
years or less, with the most common reason given
by those leaving the profession being poor work–life
balance (60%). Ensuring the role of the veterinar-
ian in meat production is presented as an option
during university may provide opportunities for alter-
native career pathways to those who select a role in
veterinary clinical practice after graduation but later
experience it as not a good fit.

In the open-text responses, many of those who
expressed that visits should be optional also men-
tioned that alternative (online, self-directed) learning
materials should be made available as a replacement.
However, according to experiential learning theory,33

experience is a central and necessary part of the
learning process, and there are benefits for learning
by physically being out of the classroom and in a
contextually rich learning environment.34

What emotions are associated with a
slaughterhouse visit?

Although experiential learning theory may advocate
for improved learning in the slaughterhouse, the emo-
tions of the students need to be considered both
in relation to learning and mental wellbeing. Anx-
iety/nervousness was the most common emotion
mentioned both in the responses to the survey and
in the focus groups. Anxiety is considered to be a
universal adaptive response to a threat; however, it
can become maladaptive when the anxiety is out of
proportion to the threat or when the symptoms are
unacceptable.35 Although a certain level of anxiety
has benefits,36 high levels of student anxiety can neg-
atively impact long-term memory, spatial learning37

and academic achievement.38

A recent survey at one English veterinary school
suggested that around one-third of veterinary stu-
dents had moderate to severe anxiety.39 Stressors
predicting anxiety in veterinary students can be
social (e.g., not fitting in), personal (e.g., physi-
cal health) and academic (e.g., unclear expectations
and heavy workload).40,41 Although student anxiety
around slaughterhouse visits was reported in our
study, the slaughterhouse is not the only learning envi-
ronment veterinary students encounter that may lead
to negative emotions. The surgical environment,42 the
dissection room43 and EMS14 can all be a source of
anxiety and stress. In line with the results of this
study, lack of time to prepare, unclear expectations
and lack of self-confidence were all sighted as sources
of negative emotions in these other environments.
Furthermore, dealing with ethical dilemmas, particu-
larly those involving the killing of healthy animals for
disease control, slaughtering for food consumption or
euthanasia due to welfare or economic constraints5,44

is part of the profession and can result in stress and
emotional discomfort, especially for those with certain
ethical viewpoints (e.g., veganism).9 Graduates should
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be aware of these situations and how to manage the
impact on themselves.45,46

Resources used to improve students’
education and emotional experience of
slaughterhouse visits

Provision of discussion sessions was suggested by
participants as a resource that may improve both
the learning and emotional experience of a slaugh-
terhouse visit. Although not directly related to the
topic of slaughterhouse visits, a previous study by
Kasch et al.47 also suggested that veterinary stu-
dents perceived increased discussion during class
time to improve learning and help explore topics
from different perspectives. However, the authors of
the study did describe that some students may not
express critical statements and questions during dis-
cussions due to fear of being further questioned,
being embarrassed, upsetting staff members or of
negative consequences in an examination. Discussion
sessions, especially in small groups, have a number
of described pedagogical benefits, including uncov-
ering knowledge gaps,48 encouraging interactions49

and enhancing learning.50 Peer and tutor-student dis-
cussions have been described as methods to reduce
stress on medical students prior to medical dissec-
tion courses.51 Our results suggest that videos may
also improve both the learning and emotional aspects
of a slaughterhouse visit, which is supported by a
recent study in which videos effectively reduced anx-
iety scores and improved emotional preparedness of
veterinary students prior to anatomy teaching.43

The participants in this survey were more likely to
have experience with traditional educational activi-
ties, such as lectures and videos, compared to more
novel technologies such as VR. At both the RVC and
the SBOHVM, the VR slaughterhouse tour is only
available to final-year students, which may somewhat
explain these results. There has been previous work
demonstrating that VR and e-learning can be used to
familiarise students with the slaughterhouse environ-
ment, and thus better prepare them for a visit.11,16

Recent work has explored the use of a virtual slaugh-
terhouse simulator (VSS) by UK veterinary students.18

It was reported that the VSS was considered use-
ful for learning but had a lesser impact on student
anxiety levels. This was somewhat supported by the
results of the current study; however, due to the rela-
tively low number of participants with VR experience,
further study is warranted to fully understand the
impact of slaughterhouse VR on preparing students for
in-person visits.

Limitations of the study

There are a number of limitations to this study. First,
the response rate for the survey was relatively low, at
approximately 15.6%, and the numbers agreeing to

participate in the focus groups were also small. As the
focus groups were conducted in July 2022 (SBOHVM)
and June 2023 (RVC), students were likely busy with
exam preparation or EMS. In future studies, data col-
lection in person prior to slaughterhouse visits could
be considered to improve response rate and reduce
selection bias; however, this may result in response
bias, especially if a lecturer or a staff member was
present.

Demographic data regarding gender identity or
dietary preferences were not collected for the survey
participants. Female veterinary students are more
likely to have higher levels of anxiety than males52;
therefore, should a higher proportion of females have
responded to our survey than what is present in the
veterinary student population, the results may have
been skewed. Additionally, there is a potential gen-
der bias associated with female veterinary students
tending to assign greater importance to animal wel-
fare topics than male veterinary students.53 Finally,
those who follow a vegan or vegetarian diet are more
likely to hold an animal rights ethical viewpoint54

and be opposed to the slaughter of animals. There-
fore, a higher proportion of vegan/vegetarian
responses than what is present in the veterinary
student population may have also skewed the
results.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, most slaugh-
terhouses in the UK prevented all but essential
visits, and therefore visits for educational reasons,
such as those for veterinary students, stopped. This
may have impacted the number of students able
to visit a slaughterhouse, both prior to and dur-
ing their studies, and affected student awareness
regarding visitation requirements. It is not known
whether the number of participants with slaughter-
house experience prior to taking part in the study
would have been higher without the impact of the
pandemic.

Finally, although this study gathered useful data on
activities that veterinary students perceive to be use-
ful in improving slaughterhouse visits, further work
is required to fully understand the impact of such
activities and how they are best incorporated into the
student experience.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of this study suggest that veterinary stu-
dents recognise the importance of slaughterhouse
visits as part of their education. Much of the emotional
connotations of a visit are based around apprehension
and anxiety, particularly for those without previous
experience. It is important for veterinary schools to
facilitate a safe and effective learning environment
and therefore adequately prepare students for learning
activities. It is recommended that students be made
aware of the requirements for slaughterhouse visits
at the start of their course, or during the applica-
tion process. Finally, the introduction of discussion
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sessions prior to visits may be a beneficial prepara-
tory activity. Further work will continue to develop the
understanding of how specific preparation activities
are best incorporated into the veterinary educational
curriculum.
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