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Abstract

Veterinarians are increasingly looked to for guidance on matters relating to animal welfare, yet little is known about US veterinary 
students’ attitudes and beliefs about animals. In 2019, we surveyed all first-year veterinary students at a major US veterinary college 
(n = 123) before and after taking a required one-credit introductory animal welfare course.  Attitudes were measured using the Pests, 
Pets and Profit (PPP) scale and belief in animal mind (BAM) was measured using an ad hoc measure adapted from previous work. Pre- 
and post-course comparisons indicated the introductory animal welfare course had no immediate effect on veterinary students’ attitudes 
or BAM.  Veterinary students’ attitudes were most positive for animals considered pets, followed by pests and those used for profit. Students 
believed most species possess a wide variety of mental capacities, including many secondary emotions often considered uniquely human 
(eg guilt, embarrassment, jealousy). Sociodemographic variables consistently associated with more positive attitudes towards animals were: 
female gender, vegetarianism and liberal political ideology. Preferring a career involving large or food animal practice was consistently asso-
ciated with less positive attitudes towards animals. Belief in animal mind explained 3% of the variation in attitude scores, whereas sociode-
mographic variables explained 49% of variation in attitude scores. Female gender, vegetarianism and preferring small (vs large or food 
animal practice) were all associated with greater BAM scores. Understanding veterinary student attitudes towards animals and beliefs 
about the mental capacities of animals is important when evaluating a veterinarian’s ability to adhere to their oath. 
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Introduction 
Social norms regarding animal treatment have changed 
dramatically during the last 300 years (Pinker 2012). As a 
result, the veterinary profession is increasingly looked to for 
expertise and leadership in addressing animal welfare 
issues. Today, graduates of accredited veterinary colleges in 
the United States solemnly swear to: 

Use their scientific knowledge and skills, for the benefit 
of society through the protection of animal health and 
welfare, the prevention and relief of animal suffering, 
the conservation of animal resources, the promotion 
of public health, and the advancement of medical 
knowledge… and practice my profession conscientiously, 
with dignity, and in keeping with the principles of veterinary 
medical ethics (American Veterinary Medical Association 
[AVMA] 2011).  

To help ensure veterinary training reflects this commitment, 
the AVMA Council on Education now requires all accredited 
veterinary colleges to provide, “knowledge, skills, values, 
attitudes, aptitudes and behaviors necessary to address respon-

sibly the health and well being of animals in the context of 
ever-changing societal expectations” (AVMA 2020).  
Understanding veterinary student attitudes towards animals 
and beliefs about animal mental capacities is important 
when evaluating a veterinarian’s ability to adhere to their 
oath. Attitudes are considered precursors of behaviour 
(Fazio 1986), and empirical research suggests strongly held 
attitudes about animals depend heavily (if not exclusively) 
on perceptions of animals’ mental capacities (Knight et al 
2004; Gray et al 2012).  
Unfortunately, there has been relatively little research 
examining veterinary students’ attitudes and beliefs 
regarding animals. Extant research has focused on student 
satisfaction with animal welfare coursework, and self-
perceived knowledge of and ability to address animal 
welfare issues (Lord et al 2010; Abood & Siegford 2012; 
Johnstone et al 2019), rather than student attitudes and 
beliefs about animals themselves. Moreover, these studies 
have been limited to relatively small sample sizes and the 
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