
Using Data to Retain and Recruit Shelter 
Veterinarians 



Poll question 1

Does your shelter currently have at least one staff veterinary position?
• Yes and the position is filled/positions are filled

• Yes but not all positions are filled

• No we don’t have a staff vet (type in the chat how else you are managing to get veterinary 
services – contract? Local clinics? Etc.)



Poll question 2

Are your veterinarians expected to do community work? 
• Never or rarely

• Once in a while

• Pretty often or always

• What veterinarian ? 



Question 3 

What do you experience as the biggest obstacle to recruiting and retaining 
veterinarians? 



Responsibilities of a Shelter 
Veterinarian

Individual patient care

Population management and 
biosecurity

Medicine (GP) and Surgeon

Behavior evaluation and treatment

Protocol development

Cruelty Investigations

Community Services

Disaster Response

Policy Development

In addition…Many are the Premise 
Permit and DEA holders for shelters 
and are responsible for compliance 
and response to complaints



Crisis Level Problem



And poised to get worse 

Considering leaving current role in 
next 1-3 years

Yes

No

Considering leaving shelter 
medicine in next 1-3 years

Yes

No

Association of Shelter Veterinarians Member Survey 2022



CA shelter leader survey 2023

111 animal shelters responded

60% reported unfilled veterinary 
positions

1 out of 5 veterinary position is unfilled

Inability to recruit by far most common 
reason

344,460 cats and dogs passed through 
shelters with either no FTE or unfilled FTE 
veterinary positions 



82.30%

68.90%

57.30%
55.60%

52.30%

43.80% 43.40%

36.60%

23.30%

Increased LOS Community cat
program impacted

Intake prevention
services impacted

Adoption program is
limited

Foster program is
limited

Limit to animals we can
put up for adoption

Increased disease
spread

Increased euthanasia of
healthy or treatable

animals

Zoonotic disease
transmission

Impact of lack of AVC (somewhat or strongly agree) 



Increase the number of 
schools and class size

Develop a mid-level 
practitioner role

Provide tuition support 
and debt relief

Increase license 
reciprocity between states

Expand telemedicine

Expand licensed vet tech 
scope of practice

Proposed Solutions



Improve shelters’ ability to 
recruit new vets and staff

Bring vets that have left 
practice back in

Keep the vets and medical 
staff already working in 

shelters

Outsource veterinary 
activities where possible (e.g. 

vaccination clinics, ORE)

Maximize training and use of 
non-licensed staff to top of 

their potential

Leverage roaming relief 
teams, part time, one time, 

task-specific contracts

Shorter Range Solutions Needed



Keep the vets and 
medical staff 

already working in 
shelters

Already licensed, 
already trained in 
shelter medicine

Already live in the area 
so no need to convince 

them to move

Saves cost and time of 
repeated recruitment

Avoids vicious cycle of no 
vet → increased LOS and 

disease  → harder to 
recruit a vet

Conditions that retain vet 
staff tend to be more 
humane for all staff, 
leaders and animals

Keystone Strategy: Retention First



What are the barriers to this? 

AAWA survey 2024

512 responses included

Over 30% of govt or contracted 
shelters had open veterinary 
positions

Asked respondents why



Private practice salary 
comparison

Stressful nature of 
work

Compassion 
fatigue/exposure to 
abuse/euthanasia

Lack of training in 
shelter med

Lack of support staff Budget constraints on 
medicine

Undesirable 
geographic location

Being solo vet Long work hours/after 
hours
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AAWA survey results

Leaders say…Private practice salary 
comparison, stressful nature of work, 

compassion fatigue/exposure to abuse



Now Let’s Ask the Vets



94 CA shelter veterinarians completed the 
survey

Mix of staff vets, medical directors and 
contract vets

Average years as veterinarian = 16, average 
years at shelter = 8

Average outstanding debt = $180,000

Government
43%

Nonprofit with a 
government 

contract
32%

Nonprofit with 
NO government 

contract
25%

Shelter type

Vet Survey Details



Inadequate 
staffing/systemic 

inefficiencies 

Inability to provide 
care due to 

crowding/inability to 
meet behavioral needs

Challenging working 
relationships with 

leadership or board

Exposure to 
euthanasia of healthy 
or treatable animals

Budget constraints 
that limit the quality of 

care provided

Negative media or 
press coverage about 

shelter operations

Pressure to be a No Kill 
shelter

Lack of regular 
opportunities for 

feedback to and from 
supervisor

Policy constraints that 
limit the quality of 

care provided

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

SM Vets say...Inadequate 
staffing/systemic inefficiencies, 
inability to provide care or meet 

behavioral needs, challenging 
working relationships with 

leadership

Organizational factors with biggest negative impact on job 
satisfaction



Comparing the AAWA and Vet Surveys
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Private practice salary
comparison

Compassion
fatigue/exposure to
abuse/euthanasia

Lack of support staff Budget constraints on
medicine

Undesirable geographic
location

Long work hours/after
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Inability to provide care
(behavioral/crowding)

AAWA survey Vet survey



Impact of inadequate staffing on job satisfaction

Major impact

Moderate impact

Minor impact

Neutral

No impact



What would help the most? 

It is much harder to monitor population health and prevent 
disease transmission if the kennel staff isn't fully and 
consistently helping to monitor appetites and eliminations and 
for other clinical concerns and following proper cleaning 
procedures. It is hard to initiate treatment plans and provide 
medical care if vet staff aren't doing their jobs. It's hard to set 
up the adopters for success if adoption staff is not 
appropriately counseling and communicating with adopters. 
Having a stable and well trained staff that is good at 
communicating between departments would make my job 
infinitely easier.



Quick(ish) Solutions

Build the base of the pyramid

Think training as well as hiring and staffing

Get clear on the law and what your staff can do in 
shelters. Train for highest use.

Carefully align roles with licensing level

Explore telemedicine to reduce or eliminate after 
hours calls

Ask your vets and licensed techs – is there anything 
less you could be doing?

Ask your VAs, kennel staff, +/- volunteers: is there 
anything more you could be doing?

Courtesy of Dr. Cindi Delany



What would help the 
most? 

“Management engaging us 
in decision making and 
making an effort to 
understand our many duties 
without being dismissive.”



Triaging When Short Staffed

Triage work to align with capacity of entire medical and 
shelter team

Prioritize services to address injury, illness, reduce LOS 
and get animals out of shelter

Next prioritize targeted programs to keep animals from 
coming in to shelter

Decrease shelter population to increase ability to serve 
public

In partnership with medical staff, evaluate what can be 
outsourced or discontinued



California Shelter Vet Survey: Importance of Animal Wellness 

Impact of inability to provide for the behavioral 
needs of animals on job satisfaction

Major impact Moderate impact Minor impact Neutral No impact

Impact of inability to provide adequate care 
due to crowding

Major impact Moderate impact Minor impact

Neutral No impact



Fundamentals of wellness 

• Every shelter deserves to be able to 
operate within capacity 

• Lack of vet staff OR exceeding capacity 
creates vicious cycle

• Establish and communicate true 
capacity even if you aren’t there yet

• Housing, staffing, outcomes
• Ask us for help

• Make time for daily population rounds
• Work as a team to make same

promotions and decisions sooner
• Establish simple, agreed criteria 



Key Factor

How much input in establishing shelter policies would you prefer?

Extreme 
amount
Great deal

Moderate 
amount
Small amount

90% of respondents 
wanted at least a 

moderate amount of 
input on shelter policies



“The welfare of the animals suffers. There is a lack of focus 
on best practices and AVS guidelines. There is overall poor 
husbandry, lack of efficient and proper protocols, 
avoidance of population management/capacity for care 
awareness, delayed decision making, and questionable 
outcome decisions.”

Consequences of lack of input 



What would help the 
most? 
“More authority and capacity to make 
changes, to enable better efficiency in 
looking after the individual animals at 
the shelter, whilst protecting/caring for 
all the animals at the shelter as a 
whole.” 



Vets and leaders survey 2023

• Dr. Jyothi Robertson
• 182 respondents: non vet 

leaders, vet leaders, non  leader 
vets

• Comparing perceptions, factors 
in retention and communication

46%

28%

26%

Vet in Leadership Role (VL)

Vet Not in Leadership Role (VNL)

Non-Vet Leadership Role (NVL)



How often does leadership solicit feedback 
from veterinarians?
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Perception of leaders versus veterinarians

Leaders VeterinariansNever or rarely Constantly or always



Navigating tough times

• A sense of agency helps manage even 
the most stressful situations

• Regularly seek input from veterinary 
staff 

• For real

• Back your vet on medical protocols
• Ask us for help if you’re not sure

• Create open communication channels 
to clarify reasons for policy and 
answer questions



Multi-factorial temptation



Pay and working conditions still matter

Impact of private practice salary 
comparison on job satisfaction

Major
impact
Moderate
impact



What would help the most? 

Improved work/life balance - humane hours 
with breaks/lunch/leaving on time and 
respect for off-duty hours and responsible 
usage of my on-call time. 

Have staff policies apply to me 
equally (i.e. staff get holiday off 
automatically but I'm needed for 
surgery so expected to accrue a 
floater and still come in). No fake work life balance 

speech that isn't 
implemented in real life. 

Higher pay/salary 
and actually being 
offered benefits 



Some (good) vet is better than no vet 

• Choose your priorities
• Consider offering multiple part 

time positions 
• Utilize telemedicine when 

appropriate
• Evaluate access to care capacity 

for community
• Outsource e.g. vaccine clinics
• Use RVTs and community 

volunteers where possible 



Making a meaningful 
impact on the lives of 

animals ♥ (76%)

Good news (finally!)



Reason to stay

Sense of purpose



SF SPCA DVM Employee Value Proposition 



When in doubt…ask!

•How could working conditions be improved
•How could work efficiency be optimized
•How could communication be better supported
•How could animal wellness be improved
•What is one thing that is most frustrating? 
•What is one thing that would help the most? 
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