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Abstract
The job of veterinarians is often described as morally challenging. This online sur-
vey (n = 123) investigated how farm veterinarians in Germany perceive these chal-
lenges. Most participants described their job in accordance with the literature: as 
a profession that regularly has to deal with morally difficult decisions. The major-
ity assumed that their moral challenges were greater than the ones of small animal 
practitioners. The results indicate that the typical moral challenges are (a) situations 
in which the farm veterinarians are convinced to know what is morally right, how-
ever, specific external obstacles prevent them from implementing their convictions. 
Therefore, the central moral problem from the veterinarians’ point of view can be 
described with the following words: “I would like to, but I can’t.” Other ideal types 
of moral challenges like (b) open ethical questions, (c) ethical dilemmas or (d) “duty 
vs. inclination” conflicts play a less prominent role. With regard to dealing with 
these challenges, the study shows that farm veterinarians are looking for exchange, 
for example with colleagues. Most participants see the current social debate about 
livestock farming as something that stresses them, arguing that their university’s 
curriculum did not adequately prepare them to participate in these controversies.

Keywords Veterinary ethics · Moral conflicts · Farm veterinarians · ethics

Introduction

The job of veterinarians is embedded in a strained ethical structure, characterised 
at least by demands of animal patients, animal owners, professional obligations and 
society as a whole (Tannenbaum 1993; Rollin 2006; Morgan and McDonald 2007; 
Magalhães-Sant’Ana et al. 2016; Mullan and Fawcett 2017). This diagnosis is par-
ticularly true for veterinarians working in the field of livestock farming: Livestock 
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farming is an important element of the human food industry. However, today’s west-
ern societies–Germany can be mentioned as a typical example–have an ambivalent 
relationship with the current animal husbandry (Boogard et al. 2011). While people 
appreciate low food prices and increased food safety (Boogard et al. 2008), they are 
increasingly concerned about animal welfare issues (Krystallis et al. 2009; Kayser 
and Spiller 2012; Busch et al. 2015; Clark et al. 2016; Bergstra et al. 2017; Special 
Eurobarometer 2018). For example: Confronted with images of common practices 
in current livestock farming, large parts of the German society judge them extremely 
negative (Boehm et al. 2010; Wildraut et al. 2015; Weible et al. 2016). Some voices 
call for the abolition of livestock farming: In the tradition of Regan (1983), who 
argued that non-human animals have specific moral rights because they have to be 
understood as “subjects-of-a-life”, current German animal ethicists like Schmitz 
(2016) and NGOs oppose livestock farming per se, arguing that animals should not 
be kept for food production.

So, farm veterinarians not only have to weigh up the interests of animal patients, 
animal owners and other stakeholders, but the corresponding difficult decisions 
are taking place against the backdrop of the described social controversy. In other 
words: There are good reasons to describe the job of farm veterinarians as an epit-
ome of an ethically challenging profession. However, there is still insufficient under-
standing of how farm veterinarians themselves perceive this situation. This research 
gap was the starting point of the present paper. The initial research questions were 
as follows: How often do farm veterinarians face moral challenges according to their 
own appraisal? How would they describe these moral challenges? Do they talk about 
them, or would they like to talk to someone about them? And finally, how do they 
experience the described social controversy about livestock farming?

Methods

The survey targeted veterinarians who are working (fully or partially) in the live-
stock sector in Germany. Using Google, 227 veterinarians or veterinary practices 
in the livestock sector in Germany were identified and invited by e-mail to take part 
in the online survey at www.umfra geonl ine.com. Beyond that, “MSD Tiergesund-
heit”, the magazine “Der Hoftierarzt” as well as the Federal Association of Prac-
tising Veterinarians (Bundesverband Praktizierender Tierärzte e.V.) referred to the 
online survey. Participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous. No incen-
tive was offered. The participants were informed that the results would be published 
anonymously.

The decision to carry out an online survey was taken for pragmatic reasons: 
Potential participants live all over Germany and have a tight schedule, making it 
difficult to invite them to semi-structured interviews or to visit them. The present 
online survey gave them the opportunity to be flexible in terms of time and place 
to answer the questions. The questionnaire consisted of three parts designed to col-
lect data on the following issues: (a) demographic data (8 items: gender, age, work-
ing in which federal state, with which animals and since when, self-employed or 
employed, studied at which university and date of graduation); (b) moral challenges 

http://www.umfrageonline.com
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(2 open and 12 closed questions); (c) future of veterinary medicine in the context of 
livestock farming (6 open and 6 closed questions). The results presented below focus 
on part (b), more precisely on the answers to the closed questions. These closed 
questions presented mostly statements requiring respondents to indicate the strength 
of their agreement or disagreement on a 6-point Likert scale: (1) I totally agree, (2) 
I agree, (3) I agree somewhat, (4) I disagree somewhat, (5) I disagree, (6) I totally 
disagree. The given statements were developed on the basis of ethics workshops 
with veterinarians.

The questionnaire was available online between 1 June and 30 September 2019. 
Answers to the open questions in the study were evaluated according to the method 
of qualitative content analysis, following Mayring (2015). The survey was con-
ducted in German. When veterinarians are quoted in the text below, these statements 
were translated from German into English.

Results

Demographic Data

A total of 123 participants took part in the study (thereof approx. 51% female). The 
average age of the participants was 45.39 years. On average, the participants have 
been working as farm veterinarians for 16.39 years. Multiple selection was possible 
for the specific field of activity: Most of the participants (approx. 92%) stated that 
they worked in the field of cattle farming; 33% stated that they worked with pigs. 
About 50% of the participants stated that they were self-employed with salaried 
employees; about 35% stated that they were employed, and about 13% were self-
employed without salaried employees. 89% of the participants have studied at Ger-
man universities. The participants are working in twelve different German federal 
states. The “front runner” is Bavaria with 33%, followed by Lower Saxony with 20% 
and North Rhine-Westphalia with 13.9%. No significant differences were observed 
between demographic data and the answers presented below.

Frequency of Moral Challenges

The participants were asked how often they experienced morally challenging situ-
ations in their job. Thereby, the survey deliberately refrained from giving concrete 
examples or a given definition of “morally challenging situations”. The farm vet-
erinarians answered as follows (n = 122): Never: 0.9%; Rarely: 11.6%; Sometimes: 
40.2%; Often: 41.1%; Constantly: 6.3%.

Understanding Moral Challenges

The participants were asked to describe the moral challenges of their job on the basis 
of given statements. The concrete question was: “To what extent do the following 
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five statements describe the moral challenges of your job? Please indicate for each 
case the degree to which you agree/disagree.” (n = 81).

Exchange about Moral Challenges

Asked how often they talk to someone about the moral challenges of their profes-
sion, the participants (n = 79) answered as follows: Never: 1.3%; Rarely: 22.8%; 
Sometimes: 38.0%; Often: 31.6%; Constantly: 6.3%.

The study also asked whether the participating veterinarians would like to have a 
more intensive exchange about the moral challenges of their job (n = 79).

The participants also had the opportunity to answer an open question in this con-
text: “Who would you most like to talk to about the moral problems of your profes-
sion?” (n = 42).

The actors named most often were colleagues (n = 22). For example, one partici-
pant answered: “To colleagues who are in the same situation! For outsiders, some 
things are difficult to understand (especially when it comes to reports of animal 
welfare violations …).” Another one wrote: “In the team we often talk about these 
things. Anyone who doesn’t work in this sector doesn’t understand the problems 
anyway.” Another answer in this context was: I would like to talk about the moral 
problems of the job “with colleagues who, in my opinion, never make these moral 
considerations”. Another participant wrote: Would I like to “exchange views with 
colleagues? That varies. There are some who very actively fight for animal protec-
tion. But behind us there is always someone who is quiet, cheaper and willing to 
take the money”.

The study participants’ second most frequent request in regard to exchange was 
with “politics” (n = 17). Exemplary answers stated: I would like to talk to “those 
responsible in politics, especially at EU level (agricultural subsidies)”, to those 
“people who made the laws”, to those “people who have the power to change some-
thing”, to politicians because they “should listen more often to the opinion of phy-
sicians including their moral burden and their pressure to comply with the animal 
protection law”. The criticism becomes partly explicit here. For example, one par-
ticipant wrote: I would like to talk to “politicians who have obviously lost their grip 
when it comes to compliance with the animal protection law and, thus, the German 
constitution”. Another participant stated that he/she would like to “talk to competent 
politicians who obviously no longer exist”.

The third most frequently mentioned actors were the “farmers” (n = 10). Veteri-
narians want to interact with farmers because they understand the problems, while 
“everyone else does not have access [to them]”; other answers stated that veterinar-
ians wanted to talk to farmers because farmers “can make a difference”.

The Social Debate about Livestock Farming

Livestock farming causes controversy these days, which also shapes the job of farm 
veterinarians. Against this background, the participants were confronted with state-
ments concerning the social debate on farm animal husbandry (n = 79).
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The study also asked how the veterinarians see themselves in this area of tension 
(n = 76): “In my role as a veterinarian in livestock farming, I sometimes feel like…”.

Discussion

Most farm veterinarians describe their job in accordance with the literature: as mor-
ally challenging. Hardly any of the participants said that they were never or rarely 
confronted with morally challenging situations in their profession; about half of 
them even said that they often or constantly had to deal with such challenges. In 
doing so, the majority of farm veterinarians assume that their moral challenges are 
greater than those of their colleagues working in the small animal sector: Approxi-
mately 22% fully agree, approximately 32% agree and approximately 16% tend to 
agree with this statement (cf. Table 3).

The typical moral challenge of German farm veterinarians (from their point of 
view) is a situation in which they are convinced to know what is morally right, how-
ever, specific external obstacles prevent them from implementing their convictions. 
Therefore, the central moral problem from the veterinarians’ point of view can be 
described with the following words: “I would like to, but I can’t.” Let us discuss this 
in detail: It seems appropriate to say that the corresponding literature focuses on 
“ethical dilemmas” when it comes to moral challenges of veterinarians (e.g. Mor-
gan and McDonald 2007; Morgan 2009; Batchelor and McKeegan 2012; Kondrup 
et al. 2016; Rathwell-Deault et al. 2017; Kipperman et al. 2018), however, not every 
moral conflict is a dilemma situation. Against this background, the current survey 
tried to understand the moral challenges of farm veterinarians in more detail by 
requiring respondents to agree or disagree with ideal typical statements that were 
generated with reference to the history of philosophy. Ideal types are to be under-
stood as one-sided intensification of certain aspects of an issue in order to obtain the 
most precise terms possible that are suitable for ordering the diversity of empirical 
phenomena (Weber 1968, 191). More precisely, the survey suggests distinguishing 
between at least four different ideal typical moral challenges (cf. Table  1). State-
ment (1) outlined what can be called an “open ethical question”. In such a situa-
tion someone recognises a question as morally relevant (Pollmann 2014) without 
knowing what is the morally right thing to do. In contrast, statements (2) and (3) 
described implementation difficulties. In such situations, the acting person is con-
vinced to know what is morally right, but there are external obstacles that prevent 
them from putting their convictions into practice. Statement (4) outlined an ethical 
dilemma. In such a situation there are good moral reasons to do x, but there are also 
good moral reasons to do y; however, you cannot do both at the same time. That 
means, whatever you decide, you are going to violate an important good (Williams 
1978, 91ff.). Finally, statement (5) described a “duty vs. inclination” conflict (Kant, 
Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, 396ff.): In such a situation, one knows 
what is the morally right thing to do, however, it is advantageous for their own inter-
ests to decide differently.

The results of the survey indicate that it does make sense to distinguish between 
these types and not speak, for example, indiscriminately about “ethical dilemmas”, 
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since the veterinarians themselves do distinguish: The given statements were evalu-
ated differently. The statements describing implementation difficulties received the 
highest approval rate, followed by the statement describing an ethical dilemma, an 
open ethical question and, finally, duty vs. inclination situations. The top answer 
allows the thesis mentioned before: The typical moral challenge of German farm 
veterinarians is a situation in which external obstacles prevent them from imple-
menting their convictions. This thesis leads to a conclusion that concerns, in particu-
lar, philosophers and ethicists since the results of this paper suggest that any ethics 
training programme for veterinarians should not only focus on ethical dilemmas or 
open ethical questions (like, for example, the concrete moral status of an animal in a 
specific situation), but rather make conflicts between external obstacles and personal 
convictions a vital issue. How should a veterinarian deal with this conflict? How do 
experienced professionals deal with this problem? And of course: Why is this type 
of conflict the decisive moral challenge at all?

To discuss the latter question, this paper proposes at least two possible interpreta-
tions: (a) The first interpretation could be called the “idealistic” one. In this inter-
pretation, veterinarians are idealists who suffer from the fact that the conditions in 
livestock farming are sometimes worse than what veterinarians would like to see on 
the basis of their moral convictions. In this interpretation, the conditions in livestock 
farming lag behind the new demands concerning an adequate animal husbandry. 
Against this background, veterinarians would like to change or improve the system 
they are working in. (b) The second interpretation could be called the “provocative” 
one. Looking at the top answer, one could also draw a completely different conclu-
sion: “If farm veterinarians suffer from the given conditions and this is their biggest 
moral challenge, probably the wrong people become farm veterinarians. They don’t 
seem to know what they’re getting into. They have wrong expectations. That’s why 
they are suffering under the given conditions.” The article does not specify which 
interpretation is more conclusive. In fact, there are probably other possible interpre-
tations, but in any case, both provide a good starting point for intensive reflection 
and discussion in workshops with the farm veterinarians themselves.

In regard to the low approval rate for “duty vs. inclination”, one aspect needs 
to be added: Statement (5) outlined a specific duty vs. inclination conflict in which 
the acting person knows what would be morally right but is more or less too lazy to 
do it. One could say the low approval rate is not surprising, because: Who likes to 
admit that they are lazy? A different nuance of the same type of conflict would prob-
ably have resulted in higher approval rates because the answers to the open ques-
tions show that such a “duty vs. inclination” conflict does play a role in the vet-
erinarians’ job–for example, in the following scenario: The farm veterinarian would 
like to help animals, for example by criticising the owner, however, the veterinarian 
has to weigh up between their moral convictions (to demand better conditions for 
the animals) and their own interests (not to lose the farmer as a customer).

Anyone who talks about moral conflicts has to think about their consequences: 
What are the effects when professionals regularly have to deal with morally diffi-
cult situations? Other professions–like the nursing sciences–have been asking this 
question for decades, developing the concept of moral distress (Jameton 1993)–a 
term that is now also being discussed in the veterinary context (Arbe Montoya et al. 
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2019). In a broad definition, the term generally refers to any psychological distress 
that occurs as a result of the inability to adequately deal with a moral conflict (Mon-
teverde 2013). Permanent moral distress is considered a major cause of emotional 
exhaustion, depression and burnout (Oh and Gastmans 2015) and of indifference in 
morally difficult situations (Epstein and Delgado 2010). The present study showed 
that most participants are indeed regularly confronted with moral challenges from 
their point of view, however, it does not indicate the extent to which the participants 
actually perceive these moral challenges as a source of moral distress. But there are 
indications that this is the case for at least some of them: For example, it was asked 
to what extent the participants agreed with the statement “The moral debates about 
livestock farming stress me”. After all, about 14% totally agreed and 30% agreed 
with this statement. Furthermore, the study addressed an aspect that is crucial in 
dealing with distress: To what extent do farm veterinarians talk about the moral 
challenges of their job? Do they seek exchange? The results indicate that the major-
ity of farm veterinarians do talk about the moral problems of their job: Only about 
1% said they never did, about 23% rarely, while 38% sometimes, about 32% often 
and about 6% constantly talk to somebody about these challenges. More than that: 
Many participants in the study expressed their desire for more intensive exchange 
with someone about these moral challenges (Table 2).

The emotional social debate about livestock farming was also the starting 
point for questioning the veterinarians’ role: If livestock farming is currently such 
a controversial issue in society, in what role do the veterinarians see themselves? 
(Table 3) This question was examined on the basis of three pointed, polemical state-
ments (Table 4): Do veterinarians see themselves as accomplices of a false system, 
as a kind of soldier (i.e. doing a job that is considered important by a large part of 
society, however, society does not want to know too much about the details of the 
job), or do they pragmatically describe their role as a control function in a system 
that focuses on economic aspects? The comparison of their own role with the one 
of a “soldier” got the highest approval. It is plausible to assume that criticism by 
society is implied in this answer: More appreciation is demanded and/or that citizens 
basically follow up with livestock farming and do not close their eyes.

When it comes to the question of whether farm veterinarians take pleasure in par-
ticipating in the social debate about livestock farming, no clear picture emerges (cf. 
Table 3). Contrary, the results become clearer if farm veterinarians are asked to what 
extent their university’s curriculum has adequately prepared them for these social 
controversies. The statement that their studies did not prepare them well for these 
controversies is fully agreed by about 35% and agreed by about 34% (cf. Table 3). 
This result can be interpreted as a desire for better training in this area.

The survey provides an insight into the moral challenges of farm veterinarians 
in Germany from their point of view. It thus creates an initial database that allows 
hypotheses to be framed, points towards further (representative) studies and gener-
ates new research questions. In doing so, the study has certain limitations: It does 
not provide information on the extent to which the participants represent the total 
population of German farm veterinarians. The described recruitment process, which 
focused on contacting veterinarians on the internet, only addressed veterinarians 
who have a website. Furthermore, a specific selection bias is possible, arguing that 
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veterinarians who are more sensitive about “ethics” were maybe more willing to 
complete a questionnaire about the moral challenges of their job. In line with this, 
it cannot be excluded that the results of this study might represent the attitudes of 
veterinarians who are more sensitive about “ethics” and “moral challenges” than 
the general veterinary population. Finally, a topic like “moral challenges” poses the 
question to what extent the study partially documents socially desirable answers. 
Although such answers can never be completely ruled out, the study has tried to 
avoid socially desirable answers by formulating the questions and given statements 
neutrally and with restraint.
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