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Farm animal veterinarians are often involved in on-farm end-of-life (EoL)

decisions and questions concerning euthanasia. These decisions can be

challenging for the veterinarian, particularly if the interests of the animal and

owner conflict. Moreover, the challenge is related to fundamental assumptions

about roles and responsibilities veterinarians ascribe to themselves in EoL

situations. Getting insight into what roles and responsibilities veterinarians

perceive in these situations is important to understand the challenges

veterinarians face and to explore ways to enable them to manage such

situations. Existing literature and professional guidelines do not provide

sufficient clarity and guidance in terms of the role conception and

responsibilities of veterinarians in on-farm EoL situations. The objective of

the current qualitative study was to better understand the views of farm animal

veterinarians in the Netherlands regarding their roles and responsibilities

associated with on-farm EoL situations. In-depth semi-structured interviews

were conducted with 19 farm animal veterinarians. In terms of roles in EoL

situations, our analysis shows that 1) seven roles can be distinguished based on

the interviews, 2) two contextual dimensions influence role perception: a) the

stage in which a veterinarian gets involved at the end of an animal’s life and b)

the question of whose interests should be taken into consideration and how to

prioritize (conflicting) interests by a veterinarian, 3) veterinarians enact a

number of the identified roles and the combination of roles varies between

individuals and 4) the individual veterinarian changes between roles depending

on contextual aspects. In terms of responsibilities in EoL situations, analyses

show that 1) individual veterinarians perceive a combination of five identified

responsibilities, and 2) the perception of responsibilities relates predominantly

to specific animal sectors. This insight into the roles and responsibility

perceptions of veterinarians facilitates understanding the challenges
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1 In this research, we use the term ‘animal owne

animal owner(s) and animal caretaker(s).

Deelen et al. 10.3389/fanim.2022.949080

Frontiers in Animal Science
veterinarians face in on-farm EoL situations and creates a starting point for how

veterinarians can be supported to deal with potential conflicts of interest. These

insights could also be valuable in the training of future veterinarians and lifelong

learning of veterinarians as it provides a starting point to reflect on, and discuss,

one’s role and responsibility in EoL situations.
KEYWORDS

end-of-life situations, euthanasia, farm animal veterinarians, qualitative research,
veterinary medical ethics
1 Introduction

When a farm animal raised for production is ill or injured to

the extent that recovery is unlikely, transport and slaughter of

the animal are out of the question. Consequently, end-of-life

(EoL) decisions and questions concerning euthanasia will arise.

The decision to end an animal’s life often comes with various

questions for animal owners1 (Meijboom and Stassen, 2016).

One can think of questions regarding matters such as valid

indications, the preferred method, requirements regarding the

executioner, timing, emotional bonding, and economics. In on-

farm situations, these questions are even more prominent than

in the contexts of animal slaughter or disease control, because in

the Netherlands there is less regulation and consequently more

professional freedom for the veterinarian. (Council Regulation

(EC) No 1099/2009 on the protection of animals at the time of

killing, 2009).

Farm animal veterinarians play a role in on-farm EoL

situations in the decision-making process of the animal owner

and/or in the act of ending an animal’s life. In this paper, ‘ending

of an animal’s life’ is used to cover situations of killing ill or

injured animals. This excludes on-farm killing for reasons of

disease control or the production of animal products. This focus

entails euthanasia as well as the humane killing of animals. We

are aware of the conceptual complexity of both terms

(McMahan, 2002; Yeates, 2010; Fawcett, 2013; Kasperbauer

and Sandøe, 2015; Cholbi, 2017) and that it is debated

whether all forms of humane killing constitute ‘euthanasia’.

The term ‘euthanasia’ is used in this paper to refer to both

killing an animal in the interest of the animal as well as the

humane killing of an animal when not truly in its interest. We do

so because the participants of the current study used the concept

of euthanasia in a broad way that includes situations in which

animals are killed for reasons other than their own interests.
r(s)’ to refer to both
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In these EoL situations, veterinarians are confronted with

the (presumed) interests of the animal and those of the animal

owner. Serving the interests of both the animal and the animal

owner can be challenging for the veterinarian, especially when

these interests conflict (Dürnberger, 2020a; Shaw and Lagoni,

2007; Yeates, 2013; Sandøe et al., 2016; Kipperman et al., 2018).

Moreover, animals are considered the legal property of an

animal owner in Western jurisdictions (Burgerlijk Wetboek

Boek 3, 1992). As a result, the final decision-making power in

an EoL situation is in the hands of the animal owner. This

further complicates an EoL situation for the veterinarian when

an animal owner does not adhere to the veterinarian’s

recommendation. The challenge is more comprehensive than

dealing with conflicts, it is related to fundamental assumptions

about role and responsibility perception in EoL situations. At

this fundamental level, there seems to be a diversity of views that

starts with the profound question raised by Rollin: does the

veterinarian owe primary allegiance to the animal or the owner

(Rollin, 2006)? Therefore, getting further insight on what roles

and responsibilities veterinarians ascribe to themselves in EoL

situations is important to understand the challenges they are

confronted with and to explore ways to enable them to handle

such situations.

Different roles among farm animal veterinarians have been

reported. In a qualitative online survey, Dürnberger researched

situations that were experienced as morally challenging in the

professional lives of farm animal veterinarians. Six roles and self-

understandings were identified: ‘advocates of the animals’,

‘entrepreneur’, ‘social worker’, ‘part of agriculture’, ‘colleagues,

supervisors, employees and competitors’, and ‘private

person’(Dürnberger, 2020a). This study provides helpful

insights into the multiple roles farm animal veterinarians see

for themselves, however, whether farm animal veterinarians

actually ascribe these roles in on-farm EoL situations is not

yet known.

Next to the views of farm animal veterinarians themselves,

different views in society exist on what can be reasonably

expected from a veterinarian in on-farm EoL situations.

Consider the situation of a calf with a broken limb. Some
frontiersin.org
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people might expect a veterinarian to advocate for the treatment

of the calf, whereas others think the veterinarian should strive

for ending the calf’s life. Depending on one’s own perspective on

this case example, one might consider the role of the veterinarian

differently. (Morgan and McDonald, 2007; Kipperman et al.,

2018; Rollin, 2011; Yeates, 2010)

Despite the limited literature on the roles and responsibilities

of farm animal veterinarians in on-farm EoL situations, one

could argue that the code of professional conduct is a relevant

entry point (Koninklijke Nederlandse Maatschappij voor

Diergeneeskunde, 2010). In the Dutch ‘Code voor de

Dierenarts’ professional standards and responsibilities are set

out for individual veterinarians. Regarding the ending of animal

lives, article 2.3 of the ‘Code voor de Dierenarts’ states

Veterinarians provide first aid and/or pain relief to animals

in distress to the best of their ability. This also applies to wild

animals or animals whose owner is unknown. To prevent serious

and hopeless suffering, it may be necessary to euthanize the

animal in a responsible manner. Such emergency veterinary

assistance will be immediately notified to the owner and/or

keeper of the animal, to the extent known. (Koninklijke

Nederlandse Maatschappij voor Diergeneeskunde, 2010)

Article 2.3 does not provide specific guidance. When suffering

isdefinedas seriousandhopeless, for example, remainsunspecified.

Moreover, the codeprovides limited informationas article 2.3 is the

only article about the ending of animal lives. Guidance on the role

and responsibility of the veterinarian isminimal as information on,

for example, situations in which the animal owner disagrees with

the ending of the animal’s life is not included. The Dutch code of

professional conduct is therefore inconclusive about how

veterinarians should fulfill their responsibilities and what their

roles should be in different EoL situations.

Concluding, existing literature and the Dutch code of

professional conduct only partially help to clarify what the

roles and responsibilities of farm animal veterinarians are in

on-farm EoL situations. The code of conduct does not provide

sufficient clarity and guidance to understand the challenges

veterinarians face in end-of-life situations and to support

veterinarians in handling the related conflicts of interest. As a

consequence, veterinarians in practice are left wondering what

their roles and responsibilities should be and how to fulfill them.

Therefore, it is relevant to explore the perceptions of farm animal

veterinarians regarding their roles and their views on

responsibilities in on-farm EoL situations. The objective of the

current qualitative study was to better understand the views of

farm animal veterinarians in the Netherlands regarding their

roles and responsibilities associated with on-farm EoL situations.
2 Materials and methods

The character of the current study is explorative and results

in a two-step approach. Our first step is to document the
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perceive. We define a role as a position a person sees for him/

herself in a specific situation, accompanied by specific behavior.

Underlying such a position, specific perceptions of responsibility

are grounded. We define responsibility as a conviction a person

perceives. The interplay between a role and a responsibility is

that a perceived responsibility incites a person to enact one or

more roles. In other words, the perceived responsibility is the

grounded conviction and the roles form an expression of that

underlying conviction. As a result of our first step, we describe

an overview of the perceived roles and responsibilities of farm

animal veterinarians.

The roles a person enacts can be influenced by context,

therefore, in our second step we explore the relevant contextual

aspects related to the roles farm animal veterinarians perceive.

By identifying these contextual aspects, we make explicit what

characterizes the identified roles. Making this characterization

explicit can be particularly helpful to uncover the origins of the

challenges veterinarians face in end-of-life situations.

Consequently, the characterization helps to understand the

fac tors tha t shou ld be taken into account when

supporting veterinarians.
2.1 Study design

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted by the first

author with Dutch farm animal veterinarians between June and

October 2021. As a veterinary graduate, the interviewer has

experience as a veterinary student with the practices explored in

the current research project. The recruitment criteria for the

inclusion of participants were that the individuals worked in the

Netherlands as farm animal veterinarians in a non-referral clinic of

which the caseload consisted mainly of the healthcare of ruminants

and small ruminants, pigs, poultry, or a combination of these

species. These three animal sectors were chosen as most farm

animal veterinarians in the Netherlands work in these sectors.

Consequently, farm animal veterinarians working in numerous

animal sectors were surveyed and compared. The selection of

participants in this study aimed to achieve a participant pool that

1) varies in years of working experience, 2) is geographically spread

throughout the Netherlands, and 3) has an approximate 50/50 ratio

between male and female veterinarians. Purposive sampling via the

snowball method was used to select the participants (Polkinghorne,

2005). As a result, a mixed group of participants was selected

including a minority from the professional network of the authors

and a majority from the network of the participants. Eligible

participants were contacted personally by the first author. After

the initial contact, participants were invited through email. In this

email, participants received background information about the

research project, research goals, and data collection in a letter of

information, accompanied by an informed consent form. In the

supplementary materials, we included the informed consent form
frontiersin.org
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(Supplementary material 1), the information letter (Supplementary

material 2), and interview guide section A (Supplementary material

3). Thesematerials are translated fromDutch to English and slightly

edited for readability. The number of veterinarians interviewed was

determined by theme saturation. (Guest et al., 2006).
2.2 Contextual background

In the Netherlands, future veterinarians are educated at the

Faculty of Veterinary Medicine of Utrecht University. The

educational program consists of a three-year generic

bachelor, followed by a three-year master’s program in which

the students devote themselves to the healthcare of one of three

disciplines: companion animals, horses, or farm animals. In

addition, each student participates in a clinical rotation period

in the healthcare of the other two disciplines. As a result,

students have general knowledge of all disciplines and more

specialized knowledge of the discipline to which they have

devoted themselves. Besides training in veterinary core

competencies, animal welfare, veterinary public health, and

the training of ‘soft skills’ such as veterinary ethics and

communication are addressed specifically. Veterinary

graduates have a general qualification and are legally allowed

to provide care to all species.

Most farm animal graduates work in a species-specific

practice with either ruminants and small ruminants, pigs, or

poultry. Some of them combine this with veterinary care for

horses or companion animals. The Dutch farming context is

characterized by little direct official control by governmental

organizations. Many food safety and welfare controls are

performed by private quality control systems. In their day-to-

day work, farm animal veterinarians visit farms regularly. Based

on the national law and sectoral agreements of the ‘Stichting

Geborgde Dierenarts’, each farm has a contract with one

veterinarian (Regulation (EU) 2019/6 of the European

Parliament and of the Council on veterinary medicinal

products and repealing Directive 2001/82/EC, 2018; Stichting

Geborgde Dierenarts, 2022). Based on this contract, that specific

veterinarian is appointed to visit the farm for matters of animal

health, public health, and food safety. The frequency of visits is

officially regulated. Most farms are visited at least once every

four weeks (pigs), once every twelve weeks (dairy), and once

every production cycle (poultry). Veterinarians visit most

farmers more frequently for reasons such as (acute) health

problems, to monitor animal health in high-risk periods such

as the weaning period or to monitor fertility. Regarding on-farm

killing, Council Regulation (EC) No 1099/2009 on the protection

of animals at time of killing is applicable. Article 7 states: ‘Killing

and related operations shall only be carried out by persons with

the appropriate level of competence to do so without causing the

animals any avoidable pain, distress or suffering’ (Council
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the time of killing, 2009). In practice, this means that not only

veterinarians but also competent animal owners perform the act

to end an animal’s life.

Next to the legal and practical context, farm animal

veterinarians may experience the influence of changing societal

views on animals and human-animal interactions. A study by

the Dutch Council on Animal Affairs (Council on Animal

Affairs, 2019) shows that public perceptions regarding animals

are changing and that animal welfare is widely recognized as an

important concern in how to relate to animals. It is plausible that

this growing public awareness influences the status of

veterinarians as one of the stakeholders involved in the care of

animals. Consequently, veterinarians may experience that their

roles and actions on a farm are evaluated more critically.
2.3 Interview structure and
data management

The interviews were all held in person at a location of choice

by the interviewee to create an open and safe environment.

Before the interview, the interviewer introduced herself and

informed the interviewee about the interview structure and the

informed consent form. The interviewer explicitly asked if any

questions should be addressed before the start of the interview.

Additionally, the interviewee’s approval for recording the

interview was requested. Interviewees received a digital copy

of their signed informed consent form.With the oral andwritten

consent of the interviewee, the interview started using open-

ended questions from the interview guide. The interview

questions were not made available to the interviewees before

their interview. Interviewees shared their ideas and thoughts

andwere not guided toward answers by the use of, for example, a

list of potential answer options. The interview guide focused on

three main subjects including 1) the role and responsibilities of

the veterinarian in EoL situations, 2) the considerations

veterinarians take into account in the decision-making process

in EoL situations and 3) the barriers experienced by

veterinarians in the performance of and decision-making

process towards euthanasia. Due to the amount of data and

the importance of the first subject of the study, this paper focuses

on the roles and responsibilities of the veterinarian in EoL

situations. The second and third subjects will be discussed in

future work.

The length of the interviews varied between 45 and 120

minutes. Audio files were transcribed using Amberscript™

(Version August 2021, Amsterdam, The Netherlands). All

transcripts were reviewed by ED to ensure quality and

accuracy. Any information in the transcripts which related to

a specific person or veterinary practice was replaced by non-

identifiable descriptors (e.g. ‘colleague’ or ‘veterinary practice’).
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2.4 Data analysis

Transcripts were explored for themes using template

analysis in NVivo™ qualitative analysis software (Version

Release 1.5.1). Template analysis is a form of thematic analysis

in which the use of hierarchical coding is emphasized but

balances a highly structured process of analyzing textual data

with the flexibility to adjust to the needs of a study (Brooks et al.,

2015). A coding template was developed to explore the

transcripts. To define an initial coding template, open coding

was used by three of the authors to create codes based on a subset

of the transcripts. During an iterative reflective process between

the authors, the created codes were revised and refined based on

subsequent transcripts. After this iterative reflective process, the

finalized coding template was applied to the full data set.

Using the finalized coding template, the interview data were

analyzed to characterize patterns and diversity of responses. As a

result, abstractions of the roles and responsibilities mentioned by

the interviewees were formulated, see Overview 1 in the results

section. Additionally, dimensions underlying the identified roles

were defined based on the patterns in the interview data.
2.5 Ethical approval

This research project was reviewed and approved by the

Science-Geosciences Ethics Review Board (SG ERB) of Utrecht

University on May 28th, 2021, subject ERB Review DGK

S-21552.
3 Results

3.1 Demographics

Nineteen Dutch farm animal veterinarians participated, ten

males and nine females. Seven of the participants worked with

ruminants and small ruminants, eight participants worked with

pigs, and four participants worked with poultry. Five of the

participants worked partly with companion animals or horses.

Six veterinarians had less than five years of working experience,

four had five up to 10 years of experience, another four had ten

to fifteen years of experience, and five had more than fifteen

years of experience.
3.2 Thematic template

The final thematic template comprised seven roles and five

responsibilities that interviewees ascribed to themselves

(Overview 1). In the following section, the results will be

presented by quotes. All quotes were translated from Dutch to
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English and slightly edited for readability. Direct quotes from

veterinarians are in italics. Additional words inserted by the

authors to clarify the meaning of the quotations are placed

between square brackets. Filler words were replaced by a set of

three periods in the quotation. Quotes are referred to by an

abbreviation of the species to which the veterinarian is devoted,

Pi for pigs, Po for poultry, and Ru for ruminants, and a

sequential number to identify the individual interviewee but

s t i l l r e t a i n anonymi t y ( e . g . P i 5 = the fi f t h p i g

veterinarian interviewed).

Overview 1 Final thematic template
Role description
a. Advisor

b. Animal advocate

c. Decision-maker

d. Educator

e. Counselor

f. Surveillant

g. Executioner
Responsibilities
a. Discussing EoL

b. Good veterinary daily practice

c. Safeguarding animal welfare

d. Surveillance

e. Service
3.3 Roles of the veterinarian

In section 3.3.1 we present an overview of the

conceptualization of the perceived roles described by the

interviewees, followed in section 3.3.2 by the patterns we

discovered in the data regarding the interviewees’ roles. In

section 3.3.3 we introduce the contextual aspects that underlie

the described roles. In section 3.3.4 we describe how changes in

these underlying contextual aspects relate to the roles

of veterinarians.
3.3.1 Description of roles
Regarding the role of a veterinarian in EoL situations, seven

roles were identified 1) advisor, 2) animal advocate, 3) decision-

maker, 4) educator, 5) counselor, 6) surveillant, and 7)

execut ioner . Based on the interv iew data , a ro le

conceptualization is composed for each of the identified roles.

An advisor is characterized as a veterinarian who provides

advice to the animal owner in the decision-making process by
frontiersin.org
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balancing multiple interests. The animal owner is the one who is

deciding in the end. The veterinarian values the considerations

of the animal owner and respects the interdependence of the

veterinarian’s and owner’s responsibility, as Pi5 narrates: “My

role is mainly advising. I don’t want to adopt the role of the

animal owner. I try to give direction, but the animal owner must

decide in the end. [ … ] I propose and ask permission to

euthanize animals.”

The animal advocate is dedicated to the (presumed) interest

of the animal and is committed to motivating the animal owner

to put the animal’s interest above other interests. A veterinarian

describes this role as follows: “I am not a great world saver, but I

think that we are ultimately animal advocates, so those animals

cannot decide at which farm they live. If I could choose on which

farm they would live, I could distribute them easily but that is not

possible. So then we need to optimize the conditions in which they

live in such a way that we get the best out of it.” (Ru7)

In the role of decision-maker, the veterinarian is authorized

to make a decision on behalf of the owner in EoL situations. The

veterinarian is allowed to select animals for diagnostic purposes

or in case an animal is eligible for euthanasia from the

veterinarian’s perspective as an interviewee states: “With some

of my farmers, I have an agreement that I can perform it

[euthanasia] without consultation of the owner, so they trust

me blindly to make a good choice. In case I doubt, they know I will

come to them to discuss what to do.” (Pi7)

Sharing knowledge, discussing patients, and providing

training skills are part of the role of educator. Veterinarians

who take this role focus on the one hand on educating animal

owners on how to select the right animals, at the right moment

and on the other hand on how to end the lives of these animals

by the use of a proper method. As Po1 narrates: “One person is

more experienced, more skilled than the other. So sometimes you

visit a farm and then there is a new employee or a younger poultry

farmer who has clearly never received proper instruction or who

does not have sufficient experience. [… ] I have no problem doing

it [euthanasia] myself, but then it must be as quick and effective as

possible, so then it is my role to actually educate those people to do

it in a proper way themselves.” Regarding the selection of animals

in the role of educator, Po2 elaborates: “That [euthanasia by the

animal owner] comes with some education on how to select

animals. The timing is in that perspective also relevant as some

animals may be in a bad condition right now, but some may end

up in a bad condition in a few days.”

In the role of counselor, a veterinarian focuses on the social-

emotional needs of the animal owner. An interviewee described

it as follows: “I know that there are more emotions involved as I

am aware that these people do not keep this cow to gain more milk

[…, but] as a companion animal, for its ‘retirement’. Then I think

‘we shou l d no t end th i s l i f e a b rup t l y , we hav e

more options’.”(Ru7)

Where the role of educator focuses on the education of the

animal owner by sharing knowledge and providing training of
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skills, the role of surveillant covers monitoring how the animal

owner puts the knowledge and skills into practice in an EoL

situation. Monitoring the decision-making process and

performance of euthanasia by others than the veterinarian is

the main focus of a surveillant, as Po2 describes: “Farmers

euthanize animals themselves, so you have to keep an eye on if

they do that in the right way.”(Po2)

The role of executioner consists exclusively of the act of

ending an animal’s life lege artis2, such as the following

interviewee points to: “I should be able to do it properly at all

times, I think. So I ensure that I always have the needed

equipment with me.”(Pi4) Veterinarians indicate that

performing the act lege artis was essential to avoid unnecessary

suffering or stress for the animal.

3.3.2 Role patterns
Each interviewee ascribed a combination of the above-

mentioned roles to themselves, ranging from two up to four

roles. Regarding interviewees’ characteristics, no relationship is

seen between role description and sex or years of work

experience. The majority of the interviewees recognized

themselves in the role of advisor. The role of animal advocate

and executioner were mentioned by half of the interviewees. The

role of counselor was described least frequently.

The roles of decision-maker, educator, and surveillant were

only described by veterinarians working with pigs or with

poultry. The responsibility of the animal owner to end an

animal’s life when needed turned out to be of relevance for the

veterinarian in these roles. As the quote of Pi7 in the description

of the role of decision-maker shows, a delegation of the animal

owner’s responsibility to the veterinarian is a very relevant aspect

of the decision-maker’s role. In the role of educator and

surveillant, veterinarians focus on the decision-making process

and the act of ending an animal’s life by others than the

veterinarian respectively, such as the animal owner or

caretakers at a farm. Veterinarians describe the relevance of

the animal owner as they are, from the perspective of the

veterinarian, responsible to euthanize animals whenever

needed. Therefore, educators provide relevant information on

killing methods, discuss decision-making and selection of

animals, and train others to become competent. Surveillants

on the other hand mention that their role is to monitor if the

correct animals are euthanized properly at the right moment by

animal owners.

3.3.3 Dimensions
In the data, we discovered contextual aspects that underlie

the described roles. In this section, we present these contextual

aspects as two dimensions. These dimensions help to explicate

how the described roles relate to each other.
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The first dimension that follows from the interview data is

the stage in which a veterinarian gets involved at the end of an

animal’s life. In the interviews, the involvement of veterinarians

ranges from being involved in the entire decision-making

process up to the situation in which the veterinarian is only

involved in the act of ending the life of an animal itself. When

veterinarians are involved in the decision-making process, they

indicate that they enact the roles of advisor, animal advocate,

decision-maker, and counselor. When veterinarians perform the

act to end an animal’s life they define their role as executioner. In

between these two endpoints of the continuum, veterinarians

identified the roles of educator and surveillant that relate to both

the decision-making process and to the act of ending an animal’s

life. In these roles, veterinarians are involved in EoL situations by

sharing knowledge, discussing patients, providing technical

skills, and monitoring how animal owners use this in handling

EoL situations.

The second dimension that is identified based on the interview

data is the question of whose interests should be taken into

consideration and how to prioritize (conflicting) interests by a

veterinarian As mentioned in the introduction, in EoL situations

various interests are at stake (Yeates, 2013; Sandøe et al., 2016).

Accordingly, the data show that these interests relate to the animal

patient or the animal owner. Depending on which interests are

taken into consideration and how these are prioritized, the roles of

the interviewees can be positioned on a continuum between animal

interest based and owner-related interests. On the one endpoint of

this dimension, the role of animal advocate and executioner are

identified. In these roles, the (presumed) interests of the animal

prevail in either the decision-making process or in the performance

of the procedure to end the animal’s life. On the other endpoint, the
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role of counselor is mentioned. In this role, the interest of the

animal owner prevails. In between these endpoints, the roles of

advisor, educator, decision-maker, and surveillant are identified. In

these roles, the interests of both the animal and the animal owner

are taken into consideration. The (presumed) interests of the animal

prevail slightly in the role of surveillant, while the roles of advisor

and educator have a neutral position. Figure 1. presents an overview

of the roles positioned on the continuums of two dimensions.

3.3.4 Changing roles
The interview data show that veterinarians change between

roles in EoL situations, e.g. veterinarians shift from the role of

advisor to that of animal advocate. These changes are related to

the underlying contextual dimensions in terms of the stage of

involvement of the veterinarian or the way the interests at stake

are prioritized. Veterinarians indicate that changing roles is not a

‘deliberate choice’, but more a ‘natural’ adjustment strongly

influenced by the identified contextual aspects such as

discussed in the above section.

An example in which the influence of these contextual

aspects becomes clear is the relevance of the bond between the

animal owner and the animal for veterinarians. Veterinarians

shared three cases in which they changed roles based on the

bond between the animal owner and the animal. First,

veterinarians mentioned that they adjust the procedure of

ending an animal’s life depending on the bond of the animal

owner and the animal: “If a cow has a special meaning to the

farmer or his family, for example, because the cow is named after

his daughter, I know I have to euthanize her differently [in how

the procedure is performed, not in the medication used]. I don’t

believe that either my standard procedure or this adjusted
FIGURE 1

An overview of the roles veterinarians perceive in EoL situations. Underlying these roles are two contextual dimensions. On the vertical axis is
the stage in which a veterinarian gets involved at the end of animal’s life, and on the horizontal axis are the interests taken into consideration
and prioritized by the veterinarian.
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procedure makes any difference for the cow. Though for the

farmer it is important as there are more emotions at

stake.”(Ru7) The role of counselor became prominent as the

veterinarian adjusted the procedure by devoting more attention

to the emotional needs of the animal owner. In the former

example, validation of the animal owner’s decision could be a

very relevant aspect of the emotional support provided by the

veterinarian as described in previous literature regarding

companion animal owners. (Littlewood et al., 2021).

Second, veterinarians are involved in the healthcare of

animals kept as companions which they usually see on

professional farms. One can think of pigs, goats, or chickens.

Veterinarians indicated that the role of counselor is becomes

more prominent in such a situation due to the bond between the

animal and the owner: “…with owners who keep animals a hobby

you must now and then take a more guiding role. They really ask

you what you would do and expect you to guide them in the

decision-making. With farmers that is not the case, they ask your

advice but they don’t ask you to steer.”(Pi1)

Last, some of the interviewees work in a practice in which

they also provide healthcare for horses or companion animals.

For these veterinarians, the role of counselor is very relevant as

one of the interviewees narrates: “My role is way more important

in the companion animal practice. For the animal itself, there is

no difference as I always try to do it [ending the animal’s life] in

the best way. For the animal owners, however, I can make a

difference. I can help them in the decision-making process, and

help them to determine the best moment. With dairy cows that is

rarely the case, that is mostly already decided when I come to the

farm and then I try to perform the procedure in a proper way for

the cow and not necessarily for the farmer.”(Ru5)
3.4 Responsibilities of the veterinarian

In section 3.4.1 we present an overview of the

conceptualization of the perceived responsibilities described by

the interviewees. The patterns we discovered in the data

regarding the interviewees’ perceived responsibilities will be

described in section 3.4.2.

3.4.1 Description of perceived responsibilities
After analyses of the interview data, five responsibilities

concerning EoL situations were identified 1) discussing EoL, 2)

good veterinary daily practice, 3) safeguarding animal welfare, 4)

surveillance, and 5) providing service. Based on the interview

data, a conceptualization is composed for each of the

identified responsibilities.

The responsibility of discussing EoL refers to veterinarians

who feel the need to open the discussion and address EoL-related

questions and concerns, e.g. the use of undesirable killing

methods or animals in need of acute care, as referred to by

Pi3: “you notice that some farmers are very consistent and take
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good care of it, but there is also a group who almost doesn’t seem

to care at all. Then it is a subject I discuss a couple of times,

however not necessarily every visit.” The responsibility of

discussing EoL is interlinked with the responsibility of

safeguarding animal welfare, as animal welfare concerns can

be part of the discussion between the veterinarian and the animal

owner. Also, other matters such as financial considerations and

personal convictions that potentially affect EoL-related questions

and concerns can be discussed.

Veterinarians share various aspects related to EoL situations

that we conceptualize as a responsibility towards good veterinary

daily practice. First, this is presented as a responsibility to have

up-to-date medical knowledge, as described by Ru6 “I need to

keep myself up to date about treatment options and how to

diagnose [a disease] correct, that is a major responsibility in my

opinion.”. Second, they mention the need for an appropriate

level of competence in killing methods, as Ru1 points out “It is

really a responsibility to perform it [euthanasia] in a very proper

way.”. Interviewees indicate that being competent in killing

methods is relevant in two ways. On the one hand, when a

veterinarian is experienced in performing a specific method, it

remains relevant that every time a method is used it is performed

most properly. On the other hand, when a veterinarian is less

experienced in performing a specific method, it is necessary to

achieve an appropriate level of competence. Last, knowledge of

and working according to legislation and regulations is seen as

part of their responsibility.

In the interviews, veterinarians mentioned their

responsibility to safeguard animal welfare as the reason to

protect animals from disease or injuries. The primary

emphasis of the interviewees is on the basic health and

functioning of animals (Fraser, 2008), as Ru4 narrates:

“Animal welfare is a top priority [of my responsibilities].

Anything you can do about that, you must do and that is also

with a more rational or sober attitude. If we talk about dairy

cattle, you are not able to put a cow on a pillow for example, but

you can make sure it doesn’t stay on the grids.”(Ru4)

This perception of animal welfare is remarkable because, in

literature, animal welfare is defined broader than safeguarding

the basic health and functioning of an animal (Carenzi and

Verga, 2009; Ohl and van der Staay, 2012; Mellor et al., 2020).

One aspect that is emphasized in these definitions is ‘affective

states’ (Fraser andWeary, 2004). One can think of the positive or

negative experiences of states like pain, distress, and pleasure.

Another aspect that is highlighted is the ability to live a

reasonably natural life. The ability to carry out natural

behavior and to have natural elements in their environment

are emphasized (Fraser and Weary, 2004). This broader

perspective on animal welfare is not reflected in the way the

interviewed farm animal veterinarians discussed animal welfare

as one of their responsibilities during the interviews.

The responsibility of surveillance refers to the duty of

monitoring the decision-making process and the performance
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of euthanasia by others than the veterinarian. As an example: “…

it is especially towards the farmer, as they do it [the act of ending

an animal’s life] in my absence, which actually means that they do

not necessarily kill animals every day, but they do keep an eye on

if it needs to be done. And they [farmers or animal caretakers at

farms], if needed, do euthanize these animals. That is I think my

responsibility as a veterinarian in poultry. That they [farmers or

animal caretakers at farms] kill the right animals at the right

moment in the right way.”(Po2)

Veterinarians address that it is their responsibility to provide

a service when it comes to EoL situations. This service can be the

act of ending an animal’s life itself or it refers to making this act

financially accessible for animal owners, such as described by

one of the interviewees: “I inform them that we use a reduced

rate, because there is often a financial component in why they

don’t call us, or not that easy, in-between visits. We, therefore,

reduced the rate, to lower that barrier a little.”(Pi3)

3.4.2 Patterns in interviewees’
perceived responsibilities

Each interv iewee ident ified mult ip le perce ived

responsibilities, ranging from two up to four. Veterinarians

shared their perceived responsibilities independently of their

roles. The analyses of the data show that specific responsibilities

are not exclusively mentioned in combination with a specific

role, e.g. the responsibility of safeguarding animal welfare was

not exclusively mentioned by animal advocates. Regarding

interviewees’ characteristics, no relationship is seen between

the described responsibi l i t ies and sex or years of

work experience.

Good veterinary daily practice was the most frequently

described responsibility. Interviewees referred to either 1)

sufficient knowledge on subjects like animal health, killing

methods, and legislation or 2) an appropriate level of

competence to perform the act of ending an animal’s life

properly. Half of the interviewees mentioned safeguarding

animal welfare as one of their responsibilities. The majority of

veterinarians working with pigs and ruminants mentioned

animal welfare explicitly. Poultry veterinarians mentioned

animal welfare not explicitly but more implicit. The following

example quote is illustrative: “… such as an animal in a

separation pen of which you know that they will never get

better, you need to euthanize them. You need to be proactive on

that point. Very often this is neglected and left to the farmer. I

think it is your responsibility as a veterinarian to pay attention

to it.”(Po4)

The responsibilities discussing EoL, service, and surveillance

were mentioned less frequently. Veterinarians working with pigs

shared most often that they see it as their responsibility to

discuss questions and concerns in EoL situations. Service was

perceived as one of their responsibilities by some of the

interviewees. On the one hand, some of the veterinarians

working with ruminants referred to the act of ending an
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animal’s life itself as a service. On the other hand, making

their service to end an animal’s life financially accessible for

animal owners was mentioned by some veterinarians working

with pigs. Surveillance was identified as a responsibility by all

poultry veterinarians and the minority of the veterinarians

working with pigs.
4 Discussion

The current paper aims to better understand the views of

Dutch farm animal veterinarians regarding their roles and

responsibilities with regard to on-farm EoL situations. The

analyses of qualitative data reveals in terms of roles that 1)

seven roles can be distinguished, 2) two contextual dimensions

which influence role perception were identified, 3) veterinarians

enact a number of the identified roles and the combination of

roles varies between individuals and 4) the individual

veterinarian changes between roles depending on contextual

aspects. In terms of responsibilities, the data show that 1)

individual veterinarians perceive a combination of

responsibilities when it comes to EoL situations, and 2) the

perception of responsibilities relates predominantly to specific

animal sectors.
4.1 The conceptual background of the
perceived roles of farm
animal veterinarians

Our first key finding is that farm animal veterinarians

describe a variety of roles for themselves when it comes to EoL

situations. In previous literature, multiple roles for the

veterinarian have been identified (Dürnberger, 2020a;

Dürnberger, 2020b; Morgan, 2009). However, the roles do not

specifically focus on on-farm EoL situations. The present study

adds to this gap in the literature and reveals a variety of roles

when focusing on EoL situations.

When we relate our findings to the field of EoL situations in

human medicine there are relevant similarities. This especially

holds for cases in which the patient, like animals, cannot actively

participate in the decision-making process and when there is a

physician-surrogate relationship. Examples are EoL situations in

the case of care for newborns or the intensive care setting in

which relatives have to represent the patient (White et al., 2010;

Tucker Edmonds et al., 2016). Despite the similarities with the

veterinary context, the identified role of physicians and those of

veterinarians differ in scope and content. The identified roles of

surveillant or educator, in which the veterinarian educates or

monitors animal owners in EoL decision-making and euthanasia

performance, are absent in the context of EoL decisions in

human medicine. This can partly be explained by differences

in the legal context. Where national law in some countries – only
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under strict conditions - legalizes that physicians can end the life

of a human (Wet betreffende de euthanasie, 2002; Wet toetsing

levensbeëindiging op verzoek en hulp bij zelfdoding, 2021),

legislation concerning the killing of animals is less strictly

regulated and only requires an appropriate level of

competence (Council Regulation (EC) No 1099/2009 on the

protection of animals at the time of killing, 2009). Consequently,

not only veterinarians but any competent person is allowed to

end animal lives. These legal differences could explain the

additional roles identified by farm animal veterinarians when

it comes to the ending of animal lives by others than

the veterinarian.

This situation of multiple actors who are involved at the end

of an animal’s life links to our second key finding: two contextual

dimensions that underlie the observed variety of roles. The short

comparison shows how the position of the veterinarian is

complicated by the fact that they have to deal with the

interests of both humans and animals, as described in the

second dimension: the question of whose interests should be

taken into consideration and how to prioritize (conflicting)

interests by a veterinarian. While it is assumed that human

physicians are advocates for their patients, whether and how the

interest of animals should be taken into account by veterinarians

is less clear. This links to debate on the moral status of animals

and the implications for the veterinary practice (Carruthers,

1994; Rollin, 2011b). This debate includes many positions

ranging from those who deny any moral status to animals to

the position that animals and humans have equal moral status.

For most of the interviewed veterinarians, animals have moral

standing and as a result they take their interests into

consideration in decisions at the end of life. This, however

only serves as a starting point, but does not yet result in

guidance on how to prioritize conflicting interests.

Dealing with human and animal interests is also influenced

by the bond between animal and animal owner. As an example,

some animals are recognized as individuals such as cows that are

identified with a name rather than a number only. Other

animals, such as broilers, are kept in large groups and have a

uniform appearance that makes recognizing and bonding with

an individual animal quite hard. These differences in the human-

animal bond affect the extent to which one takes the interests at

stake into consideration. Finally, the (in)ability to communicate

with an animal about its interests can complicate the extent to

which one can include the animal in the decision when one

would want to.
4.2 The dynamics of roles

A third key finding was that veterinarians enact a number of

the identified roles and that the combination of roles varies

between individuals. The results show that two aspects

predominantly contribute to differences between individuals.
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First, beliefs, motives, and experiences may differ between

veterinarians. This includes one’s personal perspective on

animals, the position of the owner, and one’s own role

perception. These personal beliefs, motives, and experiences

may lead to a preference in the enactment of particular roles.

As an example, someone for whom animal welfare is the motive

to be a veterinarian could have a preference for the role of animal

advocate. Second, beliefs, motives, and experiences of clients

contribute to differences in the roles enacted by veterinarians. In

some regions of the Netherlands, for example, animal owners

adhere to reformed orthodox Christian belief that supports

religious objections against ending an animal ’s life.

Consequently, veterinarians that are consulted by these owners

may enact other roles than veterinarians that are consulted by

owners without these convictions. This difference in clientele

may contribute to interpersonal differences in roles.

The differences among veterinarians show that there is a

level of autonomy for individuals to fulfill their roles. One way of

interpreting interpersonal differences is that veterinarians enjoy

a large amount of trust from animal owners and society. Without

trust, there would probably be stricter regulations and, as a

result, less variety in the roles veterinarians can fulfill. Another

way of interpreting these differences is that clarity about the

professional framework is lacking. The lack of clarity could find

its origin at the start of veterinarians’ careers, i.e. that the

knowledge and experience gained during their education is not

sufficient for the veterinarians’ work in practice.

Dickinson (2019) found that almost all veterinary medicine

schools in the United States (US) and United Kingdom (UK)

included EoL topics in their curriculum. The average number of

teaching hours devoted to EoL was 7 in the US and 21 in the UK

(Dickinson, 2019). Addressing students’ feelings regarding death

and dying early and throughout the curriculum was

recommended to further improve the training of veterinary

students. Regarding euthanasia-related technical skills, Cooney

et al. (2021) discovered that the average number of teaching

hours devoted to these skills was limited to 2.8. More advanced

training in euthanasia techniques is recommended to prepare

students for practice (Cooney et al., 2021). Based on these

findings, it seems important to critically review the Dutch

veterinary curriculum on the extent to which the curriculum is

devoted to EoL situations.

This leads to our fourth key finding: the individual

veterinarian changes between roles depending on contextual

aspects. When there is a change in one or both of the underlying

dimensions, a change in the role a veterinarian adopts can be

identified. This changing of roles is a ‘natural’ adjustment rather

than a ‘deliberate choice’ as the interviewees described.

Contextual factors relating to the animal or the animal owner

strongly influenced changing roles according to the interviewees.

The enactment of multiple roles in EoL situations is

previously reported and in some studies even recommended.

Lagoni et al. advocate that veterinarians use the educating,
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supporting, guiding, and facilitating role besides the role as a

medical expert in the context of client support (Lagoni et al.,

1994). By balancing these roles, veterinarians can usually

effectively help clients grieve. Moreover, studies on clients’

experience with EoL decision-making report that animal

owners have different preferences for the role of their

veterinarian (Christiansen et al., 2015; Littlewood et al., 2021).

This finding emphasizes that the adaptability of veterinarians in

their role is helpful in the interaction between the veterinarian

and different owners during EoL decision-making.

The adaptability of veterinarians in their role can help them in

handlingEoL situations.When a veterinarian experiences handling

an EoL situation as constructive or satisfying, this could benefit the

veterinarian’s job satisfaction and sense of accomplishment

(Morris, 2012). It can also happen that a veterinarian is unable or

unwilling to adapt their role when handling an EoL situation. For

instance, when there is a conflict of interest between the interest of

the animal owner and the (presumed) interests of the animal. In

such a situation, a veterinarian’s adaptabilitymay reach its limits of

what ispossible or acceptable to theveterinarian.Experiencing such

a situation can be stressful and could lead to emotional strain and

moral distress (Batchelor andMcKeegan, 2012;Moses et al., 2018).

In this perspective, it is noteworthy that the second dimension we

identified includes the (presumed) interests of the animal owner

and the animal. The interest of the veterinarian him- or herself was

rarely mentioned. This is notable as one can imagine that the

veterinarian’s own motives and beliefs may be relevant as well in

defining what the ‘right’ role of the veterinarian should be.
4.3 The perceived responsibilities of farm
animal veterinarians

Our first key finding in terms of responsibilities is that

individual veterinarians perceive a combination of

responsibilities when it comes to EoL situations. Five

responsibilities were identified after analyses of interview data

1) discussing EoL, 2) good veterinary daily practice, 3)

safeguarding animal welfare, 4) surveillance, and 5) providing

service. The responsibilities mentioned appear to be most

relevant to the interviewees, which does not necessarily mean

that they do not recognize additional responsibilities or that they

consider other responsibilities as irrelevant.

Guidelines developed by the veterinary profession can help

to further discuss the first key finding. In these codes of

professional conduct, the general professional standards and

responsibilities are set out. Since we interviewed Dutch

veterinarians, we start with the Dutch ‘Code voor de

Dierenarts’. However, in this code limited information is

provided regarding EoL situations (Koninklijke Nederlandse

Maatschappij voor Diergeneeskunde, 2010). Therefore, we also

examined other codes of professional conduct. From these

professional guidelines, we recognize a wide range of
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responsibilities ascribed to veterinarians, ranging from

responsibilities to animals, clients, colleagues, the veterinary

profession, and the public (Canadian Veterinary Medical

Association, 2004; American Veterinary Medical Association,

2020 (revised 2018); Koninklijke Nederlandse Maatschappij

voor Diergeneeskunde, 2010; Royal College of Veterinary

Surgeons, 2019; Federation of Veterinarians in Europe, 2019).

It would be valuable if, as in these codes of professional conduct,

more information on EoL situations would be included in the

Dutch code with the help of clinicians and academics with

expertise in, for example, veterinary ethics.

The veterinarian’s responsibility for safeguarding animal

welfare and good veterinary daily practice were predominant in

our data. Accordingly, the responsibility of the veterinarian toward

the interest of the animal in terms of animal welfare is emphasized

in professional guidelines. An illustrative example from the

European Veterinary Code of Conduct is the following: ‘In

urgent cases where there are no available means to prevent

excessive suffering of the animal(s), veterinarians should consider

euthanasia evenwithout the owner’s permission.When taking such

a decision veterinarians should consider all possible treatments to

thebestof their knowledgeassuming full responsibility’ (Federation

of Veterinarians in Europe, 2019). These guidelines provide high-

level guidance, however, professional judgment by the veterinarian

is still required as the guidelines are not conclusive about how

veterinarians should fulfill their responsibilities and what their role

should be in EoL situations.

Although in law, ending animal lives is not solely an act of

veterinarians, variation is seen between professional guidelines

in being explicit about the responsibility of veterinarians in case

others end the life of an animal. Some guidelines only point out

that others can carry out the act of ending an animal’s life (Royal

College of Veterinary Surgeons, 2019), whereas other guidelines

explicitly prescribe a responsibility for the veterinarian to train

others in the decision-making process and skills (American

Veterinary Medical Association, 2020). This variation could

indicate different views of veterinary professions on the ending

of animal lives by others than the veterinarian.

This leads to our second key finding: the perception of

responsibilities relates predominantly to specific animal sectors,

such as poultry or ruminant practice. Where the responsibilities of

goodveterinarydaily practice and animalwelfarewere identified by

veterinarians of all farm animal sectors, the responsibilities

discussing EoL, surveillance, and service were predominantly

mentioned in specific sectors. This indicates that each sector has

sector-specific dynamicswhen it comes toEoL situations that affect

the responsibilities a veterinarian perceives.

In the Dutch poultry sector, for example, on-farm killing is

mostly performed by the owner. Likewise, in case of piglets most

pig farmers perform the act to end the life of weak and diseased

animals. This could explain why the poultry and pig interviewees

indicated perceiving surveillance as their responsibility. Regarding

sows and finisher pigs, owners may need to request an additional
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visit in case they want their veterinarian to end the animal’s life in

between regular visits. The related costs for such a visit could be a

barrier for an owner to consult the veterinarian. This could be a

reason why pig veterinarians also indicate that it is their

responsibility to provide a service by making such a visit

financially accessible. Moreover, it could explain why pig

veterinarians mentioned discussing EoL as a responsibility. By

discussing EoL, veterinarians may better understand what could

hold an owner back to reach out in an EoL situation. These insights

could help the veterinarian to better support the owner in

EoL situations.

Previous literature on the dairy and pig sectors describes

what the role of animal caretakers and owners is in EoL

situations according to veterinarians (Edwards-Callaway et al.,

2020; Wagner et al., 2020). It appeared that caretakers and

owners were predominantly the ones who decide in EoL

situations. Accordingly, caretakers and owners performed

euthanasia in most cases. Veterinarians indicated that they

perceive it as their responsibility to train those involved in on-

farm euthanasia and assist with developing euthanasia protocols.

These findings correspond partly with our data, as interviewees

working in the poultry sector identified surveillance as their

responsibility as well as a minority of the interviewees working

in the pig sector. A difference is seen regarding the findings of

the dairy sector, as some of the interviewees in the current study

perceived service as their responsibility rather than surveillance.

The fact that the lives of dairy cows on Dutch farms are ended by

a veterinarian in case this is needed could explain this finding.

We suggest that this difference in findings may be explained by

differences in sector-specific dynamics, such as the involvement

of the owner.
4.4 Linking roles and responsibilities

Our data analyses showed that there was more variety in

perceived roles than in perceived responsibilities. We hypothesize

that farm animal veterinarians share common ground regarding

responsibilities, though the operationalization of these

responsibilities in their roles differs. As an example, two

veterinarians perceive animal welfare as their responsibility in an

EoL situation. It can occur that one veterinarian enacts the role of

animal advocate to fulfill the perceived responsibility, whereas the

other veterinarian may enact the role of advisor. Although the two

veterinarians enact a different role, they both enact these roles to

fulfill their perceived responsibility for animal welfare.
4.5 Limitations and future research

Due to the use of specific inclusion criteria and theme

saturation to determine the number of interviewees, the

current study probably does not cover all potential views on
Frontiers in Animal Science 12
the research question. The generalizability of these findings is,

therefore, limited. Additionally, the inclusion of interviewees

who were willing to participate, and who therefore may have

given answers that they thought the interviewer wanted to hear

may have led to data bias. Last, due to the use of the snowball

method, the interviewer knew a minority of the interviewees

which may have contributed to a data bias.

An interesting direction for future research would be to

che ck and comp l emen t th e i d en t ifi ed ro l e s and

responsibilities in an observational study. Additionally, it

would be of interest to extend the current research to

explore whether farm animal veterinarians experience any

obstacles regarding their roles and responsibilities in EoL

si tuat ions . Moreover , a comparat ive study among

veterinarians dedicated to companion animals or horses

would gain an interest ing insight into how these

veterinarians perceive their roles and responsibilities. Also,

research on the perspectives of owners regarding the role and

responsibilities of the veterinarian in EoL situations would be

interesting, to gain insight into how these perspectives fit with

those of the veterinarians. Finally, it is remarkable that in the

current data animal welfare is mentioned in a rather limited

and function-based interpretation. It is difficult to evaluate

this finding because we focused on the end of life which is

only one part of the veterinary practice. Our results may thus

not provide the full picture of the veterinarians’ view on

moral matters including animal welfare. Therefore, it would

be relevant to further elaborate on this in future research.
5 Conclusion

The objective of the current qualitative study was to better

understand the views of farm animal veterinarians in the

Netherlands regarding their roles and responsibilities

associated with on-farm EoL situations. Our findings reveal

that farm animal veterinarians define seven roles when it

comes to EoL situations. Veterinarians enact a number of

these roles and the combination of roles varies among

veterinarians. Underlying the variety of roles, two contextual

dimensions help to better understand how and why individual

veterinarians change between roles. Moreover, our findings

show that farm animal veterinarians perceive a combination of

five responsibilities in EoL situations. Between veterinarians,

variation is seen in the responsibilities they perceive, which can

be related to the specific animal sector in which the

veterinarian works.

These insights help to better understand the role and

responsibility perceptions of farm animal veterinarians, which

is valuable in two ways. First, it facilitates understanding of the

challenges veterinarians face in EoL situations. Secondly, it

creates a starting point for how veterinarians can be supported

to deal with potential conflicts of interests and related emotional
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strain and moral distress. Therefore, we see the potential to use

the results of the current study in the training of future

veterinarians and in the lifelong learning of veterinarians. The

gained insights can enable these (future) professionals to reflect

on, and discuss, their roles and responsibilities in EoL situations.

Courses of the Dutch curriculum in which this could be

incorporated are the elective course on euthanasia of animals

and the courses on animal ethics and communication.

Moreover, reflection and discussion on the roles and

responsibilities of the veterinary professional could be done

during clinical rotations. As a result, (future) veterinarians

have the opportunity to reflect on what they think their roles

and responsibilities should be in a clinical setting before they

become involved in an EoL situation as a veterinary graduate.

Once they are involved in a comparable situation, veterinarians

may feel more competent to manage the situation instead of

being caught off guard.
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