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Summary

THE topic of animal welfare and ethics is both vast and complex, encompassing and underpinning
many different aspects of veterinary care. Veterinary professionals deal with a multitude of welfare
and ethical situations on a daily basis, and many considerations need to be addressed in order to
reach decisions and advise clients. A variety of influential factors are to be examined and that can
be of assistance in thinking through a problem or dilemma that has a welfare and ethics aspect,
and use a scenario as a base to explore some areas for reasoning a difficult case, and how this
exploration may assist us in the decision-making process and in approaching difficult conversations
with our clients. The purpose of this article is not to offer definitive solutions, but to suggest areas
for deliberation when we are faced with difficult ethical situations. In part one (VN Times13.07; July)
we outlined some considerations for the presented case, and looked at assessment of welfare and
quality of life. In this part of the article we shall look at values and beliefs, human welfare factors
and communication.
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OUR personal feelings and perspectives regarding a case may vary quite significantly from
other people’s and while we may attempt to remain unbiased and objective, it is
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unavoidable and completely reasonable to call our own viewpoints and experiences into
play when dealing with situations and advising clients.

We may have a strong inclination towards an animal’s needs or rights, and find it difficult to
consider client wishes when we feel this conflicts with the patient’s best interests – for example,
continuing with treatment for this patient when we feel the prognosis is poor and the patient is
suffering discomfort. Conversely, we may place human needs, or client wishes, high on the
agenda – for example, finding it difficult to broach the topic of euthanasia when we know that this
will not be what the client wishes.

Cultural and/or religious beliefs may also influence both the practice staff and our clients’ decisions
or wishes.

The emotional attachment between a client and an animal, or ourselves and other staff and the
animal, may exert a strong influence. While this is a factor in many cases we nurse, we should
attempt to not allow such emotive influences to outweigh professional judgement and, as far as we
can, offer an objective view using our clinical knowledge and understanding of each case and
situation.

We may rely on the principles of “virtue ethics” to reason an argument – for example, “what would
someone whose opinion I respect do in this instance?” or “act as a virtuous person would act in
your situation” (Athanassoulis, 2004). This application of virtue ethics is common in veterinary
practice, when we have colleagues who we respect and trust, who we feel make credible
judgements, and whose opinion we will call on in difficult situations.

These emotions, values, principles and beliefs may be held in combination, be competing, and vary
according to the circumstances we are faced with. It is important we are aware of our possible
propensities, and address them honestly when we feel they have inadvertently influenced a
decision or advice.

Self-reflection is a key aspect to understanding one’s own principles and appreciating why certain
beliefs, values or biases are held (Morgan and McDonald, 2007).

There are further ethical theories and principles that may be used in ethical decisionmaking, such
as deontology and utilitarian principles; however, discussion of all ethical principles is beyond the
scope of this paper.

The website Animal Ethics Dilemmas (http://ae.imcode.com/ en/1001) offers an interesting
opportunity for basic exploration of differing ethical viewpoints, and provides an introduction to
some of the differing perspectives and beliefs that humans have towards animals.

‘What would you do?’
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Opinion on how to respond when a client asks “what would you do?” is diverse. It could be argued
that since we are not in the same position as the client (emotional, attachment, financial,
knowledge level), then we should not directly answer this question, because it would be from an
entirely different perspective. However, we are able to offer a more objective, clinical view, and with
the benefit of medical knowledge; so the other end of the scale could be that we are in fact being
evasive or irresponsible by not offering our own opinion, especially when it is asked for.

This is a complex subject for debate. When patient welfare is a major factor, we are professionally
responsible for providing advice that is most likely to benefit the patient, and to be clear on the
welfare implications for unfavourable options. There are many facets: arguments for and against,
and other complex ethical and legal aspects surrounding the offering of advice that influences our
clients (Yeates and Main, 2010).

Advice, or the direction of discussion, may also be influenced by practice policy, a colleague’s
opinion, what you have been instructed to advise, and so on. In veterinary practice we are of
course also in the tenuous position of balancing medical versus financial considerations, which
introduces a myriad of ethical quandaries (Figure 3).

Human welfare factors

We should also consider welfare in terms of the client and other affected parties, such as family
members, other practice staff and ourselves.

Respect for a client’s wishes and how she or he wishes to proceed is a significant factor, and one
that we probably take into account with most of the cases we treat. As part of our professional
responsibilities to our clients, we “must be open and honest with clients and respect their needs
and requirements” (RCVS 2012). While we may disagree with a client’s wishes – whether from a
welfare or other standpoint – it is important to try to appreciate their perspective and demonstrate
empathy when discussing options. Also, be mindful that a client may have circumstances and/or
beliefs unknown to us. The client, and others, may have an extremely strong emotional attachment
to the patient, making the situation and decisionmaking process even more distressing, and to
complicate things for us, this emotional aspect may not be overt.

Clearly, a client’s indication that he or she would like to take Boris home must be addressed. While
it is generally inadvisable to remove a patient that requires intensive nursing/ veterinary care from
the practice environment (and this must be expressed to the client), it is important to appreciate
and empathise that he or she may not understand the level of care required. The owner may wish
to spend a last few hours with the animal in its own environment or may have financial concerns,
and the request is from a perspective entirely different from our own. The welfare implications for
the patient, the client, and any other key aspects, would need to be assessed before making a
decision on whether this request is viable.
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Moral stress

We must not forget about ourselves and our colleagues, as only by protecting ourselves can we
continue to be healthy and contribute to the profession by continuing our work. Rollin (2005) talks
about “moral stress” and defines it as “the tension between what one is doing and what one
believes one ought to be doing” and that this “ultimately erodes both personal health and job
satisfaction”. It is important for us to feel we explored and explained all options, and facilitated a
decision that gave the best outcome for the right reasons, even if that outcome was euthanasia and
a devastated client. It is common in this demanding profession to retrospectively worry and
deliberate over decisions that we weren’t entirely comfortable with, and keeping this to a
reasonable level is vital in maintaining mental health. Sharing and discussing distressing cases
with our colleagues is also very useful in supporting one another.

Communication and empathy

The power of effective communication with our clients should never be underestimated. In human
medicine it has been shown through extensive research that effective communication results in
improved clinical outcome, and “effective communication can significantly improve medical
outcomes, including patient health and satisfaction, adherence to medical recommendations, and
physician satisfaction” (Shaw and Boynton, 2006). While a decision on euthanasia may be the
outcome for this patient, it could be argued that an agreed euthanasia of an animal for welfare
reasons still constitutes an improved clinical outcome, that is, versus prolonged suffering of the
animal with little hope of recovery.

Communication with the client in the Figure 1 scenario will be fundamental in aiding appreciation of
the prognosis, the nursing care required (and the effects of this on the patient), the financial
implications, and the timeliness of any decision on treatment or euthanasia. Empathy is a key
aspect in such a situation. Empathy can be defined as: “A complex form of psychological inference
in which observation, memory, knowledge, and reasoning are combined to yield insights into the
thoughts and feelings of others” (Ickes, 2003). It can be put more simply as: “Put ourselves in
another’s shoes.” The client will be distressed, sad, guilty – just as we would feel if our animal was
in pain, and facing a poor outcome, and we were required to make a decision on continuing
treatment or euthanasia.

Demonstration of empathy is so important in helping clients in so many ways. Showing you
appreciate how difficult it is for them, and that you are there to help them come to their decision,
may help to make the situation more bearable, is more likely to gain you their trust, and is
imperative in any joint decision-making process.

Summary
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In the first part of this two-part article (VN Times13.07; July), we examined animal welfare and the
application of the Five Freedoms to assess and address animal welfare for a presented case
scenario.

In this second part, we looked at personal beliefs and values, human welfare factors, and the use
of effective communication. Use of empathy has been a strong influence throughout, in terms of
welfare assessment, appreciation of a client’s wishes, and communication.

From our exploration of this scenario, it becomes clear there is rarely a simple solution to a welfare
and ethics dilemma or situation. There are many factors to consider, many theories and principles
that may be applied, and the influence of human emotions and viewpoints further complicates this
process.

The key point is that we allow ourselves to explore and discuss such dilemmas and share this
exploration with our clients, prior to making difficult decisions. When situations have been difficult, it
is helpful to share these dilemmas with your colleagues, and encourage this to be mutual, so that
we can help to support each other rather than becoming (or continuing to feel) isolated in
troublesome situations.

When considering a difficult case, it may be useful to draw on a previously devised “plan of
approach”. When in an unpressurised situation, an outline of the most important factors to be
addressed can be constructed and used as reference when under pressure and struggling to follow
the process to reach a conclusion.

In performing this mechanism, we are better equipped to think a situation through and advise
clients appropriately, resulting in them being able to make more informed decisions. This is
advantageous for the client, ourselves, colleagues, the practice, and, most importantly, the patient.
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Figure 2. How much should we take our own values into account when making decisions?
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Figure 4. Moral stress is an important factor to consider with respect to promotion of emotional
health.
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