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Despite companion animal primary care being the most common career
choice for veterinarians, relatively little is known about students’ perception of
this career choice. In this study, the authors examined students’ (233 at Time 1
and 119 at Time 2) perceptions of careers in companion animal primary care
and whether perceptions changed over the course of an academic year or
differed by year in veterinary school. The study was conducted by an online
questionnaire sent to the student email listserv and the results analyzed by
Mixed ANOVAs for each perception outcome. The study concluded that a
majority of veterinary students have companion animal primary care as their
preferred career choice and have a positive perception of it as a career choice.
This positive perception increased over the course of an academic year, but did
not differ significantly by year in school. First year students had a decrease in
perception of level of training over time. This study sets a baseline for students’
perceptions of companion animal primary care as a career choice at one
college of veterinary medicine.

KEYWORDS

veterinary student, primary care, perception, career choice, general practice,
companion animal

Introduction

Primary care practitioners in any branch of medicine are the most numerous and
frequent care providers. They stand on the proverbial front lines of practice and are
usually the first sought after for consultation. This stands true in veterinary medicine
where only approximately 10% of practicing veterinarians are identified as a board
certified specialist by the American Veterinary Medical Association. Of the remaining
90% of veterinarians, approximately 75% of those practice in either companion animal
exclusive or companion animal predominant primary care practices (1).

01 frontiersin.org


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fvets.2022.989678
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fvets.2022.989678&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-09-16
mailto:mtnapp1@vt.edu
https://doi.org/10.3389/fvets.2022.989678
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fvets.2022.989678/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Nappier et al.

An interesting contrast is seen in many colleges of veterinary
medicine. While a majority of graduates will go on to pursue
a career in companion animal primary care, faculty teaching
in colleges of veterinary medicine are often predominantly
board-certified specialists and often have little to no experience
in companion animal primary care. This is a result of the
reliance on traditional veterinary teaching hospitals to provide
the majority of the clinical experience for their students. The
nature of these teaching hospitals has changed over the years,
and they now provide mainly tertiary care specialty referral
services. This gives students a significant exposure to difficult
and complex case presentations and procedures. While this may
be ideal for teaching specialty residents, it does not provide
the necessary primary care/wellness caseload necessary for
teaching new primary care veterinarians (2, 3). The structure
of a veterinary teaching hospital is also oriented to facilitate
referral cases so promotes a time management approach suited
to those cases as opposed to primary care cases (2). Referral
patients/clients have often booked appointments significantly in
advance, may have traveled from a significant distance, and may
be expecting to spend a significant portion of the day or even
multiple days at the teaching hospital (3-6). This is not the case
for primary care cases (7).

As Hubbell states, “the ideal case for educating veterinary
students is far removed from the ideal case for educating
specialists” (2).

The realization that colleges of veterinary medicine were
graduating primarily new companion animal practitioners and
yet giving them clinical experience that was more appropriate
for specialty residents prompted a re-examination of veterinary
clinical curricula (8). A renewed emphasis on primary care
experience and competency based education has resulted at
many colleges of veterinary medicine including the authors’
(9). This idea of competency based education is not new
but began to gain significant traction in the early 2000’
particularly highlighted in the United States in the Association
of American Veterinary Medical Colleges Foresight Project and
the North American Veterinary Medical Education Consortium
reports (10, 11). This emphasis on competency based education
lead to a logical renewed emphasis on academic primary
care as a means for developing competencies needed by the
new graduates (12). To quote May, “Education of students
in the culture and systems of specialist practice, either
in the teaching hospital or private practice environment,
is unlikely to be the best preparation for a career in
primary health care, potentially creating dissonance as students
move into their first jobs, with a loss of confidence in
their ability and a lack of satisfaction in their work, even
though, for many, this is the career that they have always
sought” (12). The American Association of Veterinary Medical
Colleges founded the Primary Care Veterinary Educators group
formally in 2011 to connect and promote academic primary
care educators.
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These increased primary care experiences do not universally
take place in a traditional teaching hospital primary care practice
setting. Factors such as physical space and expense have led some
colleges of veterinary medicine have primary care experiences in
other locations than the teaching hospital. This may be primarily
in a shelter medicine or distributed setting utilizing surrounding
private practices to teach students (13, 14). These may also
include service learning experiences such as Tufts at Tech or
WisCARES (14, 15).

Despite companion animal primary care being the most
common career choice for veterinarians, relatively little is
known about students’ perception of this career choice. Much
more is known about students’ career choices in underserved
areas of veterinary medicine such as food/farm animal practice
and practicing in rural areas (16, 17). Given the nature of
the changing emphasis on companion animal primary care
in colleges of veterinary medicine and the relative lack of
understanding of students’ perception of this career choice, the
authors endeavored to examine students’ perceptions of careers
in companion animal primary care and whether perceptions
changed over the course of an academic year or differed by year
in veterinary school.

Materials and methods

Procedure and sample

Veterinary students enrolled at Virginia Tech were recruited
through a listserv to participate in this study. This study was
carried out in accordance with the recommendations of the
Virginia Tech Institutional Review Board, Protocol #17-136,
with implied informed consent from all subjects in accordance
with the Declaration of Helsinki. Data were collected online
through a questionnaire at the beginning (referred to as Time
1 hereon) and end of the 2017-2018 academic year (referred
to as Time 2 hereon) (Figure 1). Two-hundred and thirty-three
veterinary students completed the questionnaire at Time 1, and
119 veterinary students completed the questionnaire at Time 2.
Of these students, 74 students completed the questionnaire at
both Time 1 and Time 2. Students were not compensated for
their participation.

Measures

Background information

Students were asked to report their age, gender, race, and
community of origin (e.g., metropolitan, city, town, rural),
and their year in veterinary school. To assess experience prior
to veterinary school, students were asked, “In what type(s)
of veterinary practice did you obtain experience prior to
veterinary school (check all that apply)?” Students selected areas
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7/8/22, 11:18 AM Qualtrics Survey Software

Default Question Block

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this survey. Drs. Michael Nappier,
Virginia Corrigan, and Danielle Lusk are performing a research study to better
understand veterinary student perception of companion animal general practice
as a career choice. The results of this study will be used for better curriculum
design. We also intend to publish the data so that other veterinary educators
may benefit from this information.

Please fill out the following survey questions which should take about 5 minutes
to complete. Your participation in the study is entirely voluntary and all
responses will be collected anonymously. Your informed consent will be implied
with your submission of the survey. Should you have any questions or concerns
about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the VT IRB Chair, Dr.
David M. Moore at moored@vt.edu. If you have any questions about the study,
please contact Dr. Michael Nappier (mtnapp1@vt.edu) or Dr. Virginia Corrigan
(vavet10@vt.edu).

What is your age?

O 18-23 years old
O 24-27 years old
O 28-32 years old
O 33 orover

hitps:/ivirginiatech.ca1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_czS. Qy669mJ&C ibrarylD... 1/8

FIGURE 1 (Continued)
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What is your gender?

O Male

O Female

Choose one or more races that you consider yourself to be:

[] white [] Asian
[] Black or African American [] Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
[C] American Indian or Alaska Native [ other

What is your community of origin (i.e. in what type of setting did you grow up)

(O Major metropolitan area (> or = 1 million people)
(O Metropolitan area (500,000- 1 million)

QO cCity (100,000- 500,000)

O Small city (50,000~ 100,000)

O Town (2500- 50,000)

O Rural area (<2500)

In what type(s) of veterinary practice did you obtain experience prior to
veterinary school (check all that apply)

[J Companion animal general practice/ primary care
(] Companion animal speciality practice

[C] Companion animal emergency practice

[J Mixed animal practice

[ Large animal exclusive practice (food animal and/or equine)

https:/ivirginiatech.ca1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_czS4MIsMQy669mJ&ContextLibraryID...

FIGURE 1 (Continued)

Frontiersin Veterinary Science 04

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fvets.2022.989678
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Nappier et al.

10.3389/fvets.2022.989678

7/8/22, 11:19 AM Qualtrics Survey Software

[J Academic practice
[J Lab animal/ research

[] Other (please specify)

What is your current class year in veterinary school?

QO First
O Second
QO Third
QO Fourth

Block 3

Please rank the following veterinary career choices in order from highest to
lowest:

Equine

Food animal

Companion animal

College or university
Industry/commerce

Mixed animal
State/Local/Federal Government

Uniformed services

Other (please specify)

https:/ivirginiatech.ca1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_czS4MIsMQy669mJ&ContextLibraryID...

FIGURE 1 (Continued)
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Block 1

In general, | believe that:

Neither
Strongly agree nor Strongly
disagree Disagree disagree Agree Agree
There is a demand
for companion
animal primary care O O o O O
veterinarians

Companion animal

primary care

veterinarians will O O O O O
always have a job

Companion animal

primary care

veterinarians make

important O O O O O
contributions to

veterinary medicine

Companion animal

primary care

practice is O O O O O
diagnostically

challenging

Companion animal

primary care

veterinarians

receive the same O @) O @) O
level of training as

other specialists in

veterinary medicine

Companion animal

primary care ®) ®) ®) ®) e

veterinarians are on
call a lot of the time

https:/ivirginiatech.ca1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=8V_czS4MIsMQy669mJ&ContextLibrarylD... 4/8

FIGURE 1 (Continued)
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Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians have
the opportunity to
perform a variety of
different procedures

Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians make
less money than
other specialists

Companion animal
primary care is
equally as exciting
as other specialties

Companion animal
primary care is a
well-respected field
of practice in
veterinary medicine

Companion animal
primary care
focuses on the
whole patient

Companion animal
primary care is not
as challenging as
other specialties in
veterinary medicine

Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians treat a
wide range of
complex diseases

Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians treat a
wide range of
complex diseases

FIGURE 1 (Continued)

Strongly
disagree

0

O

Qualtrics Survey Software

Neither
agree nor

Disagree  disagree

O O

O O

Agree

O

@)

Strongly
Agree

O

O

hitps:/ivirginiatech.ca1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveylD=SV_czS4MIsMQy669mJ&ContextLibraryID...

5/8
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Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians are
less focused on
research

Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians are
"gatekeepers” and
mostly refer to other
specialists

Training in other
specialties is harder
than primary care
training

Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians build
long-term
relationships with
clients and patients

It is impossible for
companion animal
primary care
veterinarians to
know enough

Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians have
more opportunity for
work-life balance

Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians spend
most of their time
diagnosing routine
problems such as
ear and skin
infections

https:/ivirginiatech.ca1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveylID=SV_czS4MIsMQy669mJ&ContextLibraryID...

FIGURE 1 (Continued)

Strongly
disagree

O

Qualtrics Survey Software

Neither

agree nor

Disagree disagree
O O
O O
O O
O O
O O
O O
O @)

Agree

@)

Strongly
Agree

0

6/8

Frontiersin Veterinary Science

08

frontiersin.org



https://doi.org/10.3389/fvets.2022.989678
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/veterinary-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Nappier et al.

10.3389/fvets.2022.989678

7/8/22, 11:19 AM

Veterinary medicine
is becoming
specialized, and
primary care may
become obsolete

Companion animal
primary care
veterinarians focus
on prevention as
well as treatment of
disease

Companion animal
primary care
veterinary practice
provides good
working conditions
and quality of life

Companion animal
primary care
veterinary practice
provides
opportunities for
career
advancement

Entering companion
animal primary care
veterinary practice
is my career goal
upon graduating
from veterinary
school

Block 2

Strongly
disagree

O

Qualtrics Survey Software

Neither

agree nor

Disagree disagree
O O
O @)
O O
O O
O O

Strongly
Agree Agree
O O
O O
O O
O O
O O

What is your overall perception of companion animal primary care and what
companion animal primary care veterinarians do?

FIGURE 1 (Continued)

https:/ivirginiatech.ca1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_czS4MIsMQy669mJ&ContextLibrarylD...
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Thank you for your responses. This is the end of the survey.

Powered by Qualtrics

https:/ivirginiatech.ca1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveylD=SV_czS.

FIGURE 1
Veterinary student perceptions of primary care.
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of experience from the following: Companion animal general
practice/primary care, companion animal specialty practice,
mixed animal practice, large animal exclusive practice (food
animal and/or equine), academic practice, lab animal/research,
and other. To assess student’s preference for veterinary careers,
students were asked to rank the following veterinary career
choices from highest (1) to lowest (9): Equine, food animal,
companion animal, college or university, industry/commerce,
mixed animal, state/local/federal government, uniformed
services, and other.

Perceptions of companion animal primary care

To measure perceptions of companion animal primary care,
items from a previously developed measure of medical student
attitudes toward family medicine (18) were revised for veterinary
medicine. Additional questions were added by the research
team. This measure assessed six aspects of primary care: positive
perceptions, perceptions of work-life conditions, perceptions
of training received relative to other specialists, perceptions
of salary relative to other specialists, perceptions of focus on
research, and level of interest in a companion animal primary

care career.

Positive perceptions of companion animal
primary care veterinarians

Using a 5-point Likert scale, 17 items assessed positive
perceptions of companion animal primary care. Example items
included, “In general, I believe that companion animal primary
care veterinarians make important contributions to veterinary
medicine” and “In general, I believe that companion animal
primary care practice is diagnostically challenging.” Response
options ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree. Items were averaged, with possible scores ranging from
1 to 5. Higher scores represented more positive perceptions of

companion animal primary care.

Perceptions of work-life conditions of
companion animal primary care veterinarians

Using a 5-point Likert scale, three items were used to
measure the perception of work-life conditions of companion
animal primary care veterinarians. An example item was,
“In general, I believe that companion animal primary care
veterinarians have more opportunity for work-life balance.”
Response options ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree. Items were averaged, with possible scores ranging
from 1 to 5. Higher scores represented more positive perceptions
of work-life conditions of companion animal primary care.

Frontiersin Veterinary Science
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Perceptions of training received relative to
other specialists

To assess the perception of training received for primary care
veterinarians relative to other specialists, students responded
to the statement, “In general, I believe that companion
animal primary care veterinarians receive the same level of
training as other specialists in veterinary medicine.” Response
options were 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.
Higher scores indicated greater agreement that primary care
veterinarians receive the same level of treatment compared to

other specialists.

Perceptions of salary relative to other
specialists

Using a 5-point Likert scale (response options 1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree), students responded to the
statement, “In general, I believe that companion animal primary
care veterinarians makes less money than other specialists.”
Higher scores indicated greater agreement that primary care

veterinarians make less money than other specialists.

Perceptions of focus on research

Students were asked to respond to the following item to
assess perceptions of the focus on research for companion
animal primary care veterinarians, “In general, I believe that
companion animal primary care veterinarians are less focused
on research,” with response options 1 = strongly disagree to 5
= strongly agree. Higher scores indicated greater agreement that
primary care veterinarians are less focused on research.

Level of interest in companion primary care
veterinary practice upon graduating

To assess the level of interest in companion primary care
veterinary practice, students responded to the following item,
“In general, I believe that entering companion animal primary
care veterinary practice is my career goal upon graduating
from veterinary school.” Response options were 1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Higher scores indicated higher
level of interest in a companion animal primary care veterinary
practice career.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed in StatalC 16.0. All students with
available data at each time point were included in the analyses.
To check assumptions of normality for perception outcomes
(i.e., sum score measures and single item measures), we
examined histograms, skewness and kurtosis values, and also
performed Shapiro-Walk tests. Results revealed that the data are

frontiersin.org
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approximately normal and thus were treated as continuously in
all analyses. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations were
examined to describe the sample and the associations between
perceptions at each time point.

For perception measures, Mixed ANOVAs were analyzed for
each perception outcome. Statistical significance was considered
p < 0.050. For significant effects, partial-eta squared values
(%) were reported to determine the size of the effect. The
Mixed ANOVAs were used to examine two main effects
(group membership; time) and one interaction effect (time
x group membership). More specifically, the main effect of
time specified if there was a significant change in overall
mean scores for the entire sample from Time 1 to Time 2.
This main effect does not consider group membership. The
main effect of group membership (i.e., year in veterinary
school) specified if overall mean scores between each of the
four groups of students (1%, 27d, 34 and 4th year) were
significantly different. This main effect does not consider time.
Lastly, the Time x Group interaction considered both time
and group membership. If the Time x Group interaction
was statistically significant at the 0.05 level in the Mixed
ANOVAs, simple effects were estimated through the Stata
margins command. Specific simple effects examined were (1)
if students significantly differed in their perception scores
at each time point (i.e. Time 1, Time 2) and (2) if scores
significantly increased/decreased for specific groups of students
(ie. 15, ond grd g 4th year) from Time 1 and Time 2.
Main effects were not reported in the results if the interaction
was significant.

Results

Demographic characteristics

At Time 1 (N = 233), the majority of students were female
(n = 181, 77.7%), White (n = 204, 87.6%), and between 24—
27 years old (n = 114, 48.9%) or 18-23 years old (n = 80,
34.3%). Fifty-seven (24.5%) students grew up in a metropolitan
area (500,000 people or more), 33 (14.2%) grew up in a city
(100,000 to 500,000 people), 45 (19.3%) grew up in a small city
(50,000 to 100,000 people), 79 (33.9%) grew up in a town (2,500
to 50,000 people), and 19 (8.1%) grew up in a rural area (less than
2,500 people).

Similarly, at Time 2 (N = 119) the majority of students were
female (n = 89, 74.8%), White (n = 104, 87.4%), and between
24-27 years old (n = 62, 52.1%) or 18-23 years old (n = 33,
27.7%). Thirty-one (26.1%) students grew up in a metropolitan
area (500,000 people or more), 18 (15.1%) grew up in a city
(100,000 to 500,000 people), 23 (19.3%) grew up in a small city
(50,000 to 100,000 people), 34 (28.6%) grew up in a town (2,500
to 50,000 people), and 13 (10.9%) grew up in a rural area (less
than 2,500 people).
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TABLE 1 Mean rank for veterinary careers at Time 1 and Time 2.

Career Time 1 Time 2
Mean rank
Companion animal 2.49 2.30
Mixed animal 3.28 2.95
College or university 4.38 4.18
State/local/federal government 4.75 5.12
Food animal 5.00 5.13
Equine 5.27 5.03
Industry/commerce 5.40 5.48
Uniformed services 6.89 6.76
Other 7.54 8.04

Responses ranged from 1 to 9 (1 = highest preference and 9 = lowest preference).

Veterinary-related characteristics

At Time 1, sixty-five (27.9%) students were in their first year
of veterinary school, 62 (26.6%) were in their second year, 60
(25.8%) were in their third year, and 46 (19.7%) were in their
fourth year. As for experience prior to veterinary school, the
most commonly reported experience was companion animal
general practice/primary care (n = 209, 89.7%), followed by
lab animal/research (n = 82, 35.2%) and large animal exclusive
practice (n =79, 33.9%).

At Time 2, thirty-five (29.4%) students were in their first
year of veterinary school, 19 (16.0%) were in their second
year, 29 (24.4%) were in their third year, and 36 (30.2%) were
in their fourth year. As for experience prior to veterinary
school, the most commonly reported experience was companion
animal general practice/primary care (n = 106, 89.1%), followed
by large animal exclusive practice (n = 47, 39.5%) and lab
animal/research (n = 43, 36.1%).

Veterinary career choice preferences at Time 1 and Time 2
for the students are displayed in Table 1. At Time 1 and Time 2,
the most preferred careers (i.e., lowest scores) were companion
animal, mixed animal, and college or university. The careers
preferred the least (i.e. higher scores) at both time points were
uniformed services and other (Table 1).

Perceptions of companion animal
primary care

The association between the perception subscales for Time
1 and Time 2 for all students are displayed in Table 2. There
were no significant differences in perceptions of primary care
scores based on background characteristics. Mean scores for the
four perception outcomes for first, second, third, and fourth year
students, as well as the entire sample, are displayed in Tables 3, 4.
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TABLE 2 Correlation matrix of perceptions of primary care measures at Time 1 and Time 2.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1. Positive T1 -

2. Positive T2 0.67***

3. Work-life T1 0.14* 0.25* -

4. Work-life T2 0.03 0.33*** 0.61%%* -

5. Level of training T1 0.29%** 0.18 0.06 —0.14 -

6. Level of training T2 0.49*** 0.38***  —0.01 0.02 0.40%*
7. Salary T1 —0.08 —0.06 —0.12 0.03 —0.33*%**
8. Salary T2 —0.32** —0.05 —0.01 —0.11 —-0.19

9. Research T1 —0.18** —0.02 0.06 0.14 —0.18**
10. Research T2 —0.20 —0.24* —0.08 —0.06 —0.07
11. Level of interest T1 0.33%** 0.27% 0.16% —0.02 0.02
12. Level of interest T2 0.33** 0.427* 0.16 0.10 0.16

*p <0.05,p < 0.01,**p < 0.001.

Positive perceptions

There was a significant main effect for time for positive
perception scores. The average score across all participants at
Time 1 was 3.75, which significantly increased to 3.90 at Time
2, F(1 57y = 13.02, p < 0.001. This was a large effect, n? = 0.19.
The main effect for year in veterinary school was not significant,
F(3,57) = 1.12, p = 0.343. In other words, there was no significant
differences in overall average positive perception scores between
first, second, third, and fourth year students. When examining
change over time by group membership, the Time x Group
interaction was not significant, F(3 57) = 1.94, p = 0.133.

Work-life conditions

The main effect for time was not significant, F(; 57) = 3.68,
p = 0.060. When examining overall group differences between
year in veterinary school, the main effect was not significant,
F(3,57) = 0.44, p = 0.723. Similarly, the Time x Group interaction
was not significant, F(3 57) = 1.54, p = 0.215.

Level of training

The Time x Group interaction for perceptions of level of
training was significant, F(357) = 3.72, p = 0.016, indicating
differences from Time 1 to Time 2 by year in veterinary school
for perceptions of training received compared to specialists. This
was a medium sized effect, n2 =0.16.

Simple effects showed differences among scores by group
membership at Time 1, but not Time 2. More specifically, at
Time 1, first year students had significantly higher levels of
agreement that primary care veterinarians received the same
level of training as specialists (M = 3.35) than third year students
(M = 2.73) and fourth year students (M = 2.40), t = —3.43,p =
0.024 and t = —4.48, p = 0.001, respectively.
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6 7 8 9 10 11 12
—0.10 -
—0.32°%  0.48%* -
—0.24* 029 0.12
—0.28** 0.15 0.03 0.43*+ -
0.08 0.14 0.13 —0.15* 0.08 -
0.10 0.11 0.16 —0.11 —0.01 0.88*** -

As for change over time, first year student’s scores
significantly decreased from Time 1 (M = 3.35) to Time 2 (M
= 261), t = —2.96, p = 0.004. In other words, the level of
agreement with the statement that primary care veterinarians
receive the same level of training as specialists decreased for first
year students over time. However, from Time 1 to Time 2, scores
did not significantly increase or decrease for the second, third,
or fourth year students.

Salary

The main effect for time was not significant, indicating no
significant change in the overall salary perception score for all
students from Time 1 to Time 2, F( 1,57) = 0.15, p = 0.700. There
was not a significant main effect for year in veterinary school,
suggesting there were no differences between overall scores of
first, second, third, and fourth year veterinary students in salary
perception scores, F(3 57y = 1.58, p = 0.194. The Time x Group
interaction was also not significant, F(3 57y = 1.90, p = 0.139.

Research

The main effect for time was not significant, F(; 57) = 0.12, p
= 0.732, indicating no significant change in the average research
perception score for all students from Time 1 to Time 2. There
was not a significant main effect for year in veterinary school,
suggesting no differences between overall scores of first, second,
third, and fourth year veterinary students in research perception
scores, F(3 57) = 0.52, p = 0.666. The Time x Group interaction
was also not significant, F(3 57) = 2.16, p = 0.103.

Level of interest
There was a significant main effect for time for level of
interest scores. The average score across all participants at Time
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TABLE 3 Average scores for positive, work-life conditions, and level of training perceptions by year in veterinary school.

Positive perceptions

Work-life conditions

Level of training

Timel Time2 Overallmean Timel Time2 Overallmean Timel Time2 Overall mean
First year students 3.79(0.41)  3.82(0.39) 3.81 (0.40) 3.61(0.56)  3.59 (0.59) 3.60 (0.56) 3.43(1.08)  2.70 (1.02) 3.07 (1.10)
Second year students  3.84 (0.48)  4.01 (0.44) 3.92 (0.46) 3.44(0.98)  3.75(0.75) 3.60 (0.88) 2.57(1.08)  2.76 (1.04) 2.67 (1.05)
Third year students ~ 3.73 (0.46)  3.90 (0.42) 3.82 (0.45) 3.21(0.76)  3.28(0.77) 3.25(0.75) 2.84(0.90)  2.84(1.17) 2.84 (1.03)
Fourth year students ~ 3.69 (0.36) 3.9 (0.16) 3.84(0.32) 3.76 (0.60)  4.06 (0.70) 3.91 (0.65) 2.00(0.89)  2.18 (1.08) 2.09 (0.97)
All Students 3.77(0.43)  3.92(0.39) 3.85(0.42) 3.48(0.76)  3.63 (0.73) 3.55(0.75) 2.82(1.10)  2.68 (1.07) 275 (1.09)

Responses ranged from 1 to 5 (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree). Standard deviations are in parentheses. Overall mean refers to the average scores for each group across time.

TABLE 4 Average scores for salary, research, and level of interest perceptions by year in veterinary school.

Salary Research Level of interest
Timel Time2 OverallMean Timel Time2 OverallMean Timel Time2 Overall Mean
First year students 3.22(0.80)  3.70 (1.02) 3.46 (0.94) 3.43(0.90)  3.78 (0.67) 3.61 (0.80) 3.35(1.15)  3.30 (1.26) 3.33(1.19)
Second year students  3.62 (1.07)  3.71 (1.06) 3.67 (1.05) 3.43(1.03)  3.38(0.92) 3.40 (0.96) 3.10 (1.51)  3.43 (1.40) 3.26 (1.45)
Third year students ~ 3.84 (0.69)  3.79 (0.98) 3.82(0.83) 4.16(0.69)  3.79 (0.71) 3.97 (0.72) 3.05(1.54)  3.05(1.51) 3.05 (1.51)
Fourth year students ~ 3.73 (1.10)  3.82 (1.17) 3.77 (1.11) 4.09(0.83)  4.18 (0.98) 4.14(0.89) 2.64 (1.80)  3.00 (1.61) 2.82 (1.68)
All Students 3.57(0.92)  3.74(1.02) 3.66 (0.97) 3.72(0.93)  3.73(0.83) 3.72 (0.88) 3.09 (1.45)  3.23 (1.40) 3.16 (1.42)

Responses ranged from 1 to 5 (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree). Standard deviations are in parentheses. Overall mean refers to the average scores for each group across time.

1 was 3.11, which significantly increased to 3.32 at Time 2, F(; 57
= 5.39, p = 0.024. This was a medium effect, n2 = 0.09. The
main effect for year in veterinary school was not significant,
F(3,57) = 0.04, p = 0.990, indicating no significant differences in
scores by year in veterinary school. Similarly, the Time x Group
interaction was not significant, F(3 57) = 1.93, p = 0.135.

Discussion

The demographics of the study participants showed a clear
majority were young, white, and female. This is unsurprising
given the known demographics of veterinary school admissions
(19). A strong majority of the participants also reported
experience in companion animal general practice/primary care.
This is also consistent with known demographics of practicing
veterinarians as approximately 75% of all veterinarians in private
practice categorize themselves as either companion animal
exclusive or predominant (1).

At both time points, students most preferred career was
companion animal primary care. Statistically significant
differences were seen in questions of positive perceptions
companion animal primary care over time. Students’ answers
revealed an overall positive increase in perceptions of
companion animal primary care over the course of an academic
year. The authors postulate that the increase in positive
perceptions could be due to a larger opportunity for positive
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interactions with faculty in companion animal primary care
during that portion of the curriculum (20, 21).

There was also significant change over time for first year
students in their perceptions of training received. In the
beginning of the academic year, first year students had the
highest level of agreement that companion animal primary
care veterinarians received the same level of training as
other specialists. However, over time, their scores significantly
decreased, indicating less agreement over the academic year.
This may be due to increased exposure to specialty medicine in
a tertiary care academic teaching hospital setting (22, 23).

No change in the perceptions of research in the primary care
field was noted during the study period. However, a significant
change in the level of interest in a career in companion animal
primary care was seen. Over the course of the academic year
students indicated that they became more interested in a career
in companion animal primary care. Once again, the authors
postulate that an increase in positive interactions with primary
care faculty over the year (20).

When compared to other professional students in medical
fields, veterinary students were somewhat more tempered in
their perceptions toward primary care as a career option. In
one study, students in a human medical program tended to rate
the positive perceptions and work-life conditions of primary
care higher and the negative perceptions and level of interest
lower (18). Human medical students also tended to rate primary
care as having a low prestige level, but high level of flexibility
and positive work-life conditions (24-26). This is in contrast
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to human dental students who have an overall positive view
of primary care/general dentistry with over 50% in one study
electing to pursue general dentistry as a career as well as
believing that general dentistry would “have the best future in
terms of overall impact on the profession of dentistry” (27).

While this study contributes to the understanding of
veterinary students’ career choice perceptions, it does have
several weaknesses. While it may have larger implications, this
study is only directly applicable to this college of veterinary
medicine. Each college of veterinary medicine has its own
unique curriculum and composition of faculty members. The
authors believe that these factors likely influence students’
perception of career choices. More curricular time devoted
to a specific field and/or outstanding faculty teaching or
mentorship in a specific area would likely influence students’
perceptions (28).

This study sets a baseline for students perceptions of
companion animal primary care as a career choice at one
college of veterinary medicine. However, further research is
needed to better characterize both individual students and
other colleges of veterinary medicine. Possibilities for further
investigation include repeating the study with at other colleges
of veterinary medicine with different curriculum models to
compare differences. A longitudinal cohort study following a
single class of students through all 4 years would also provide
additional data regarding changes in perception over time. A
further interesting comparison would be looking at students’
perceptions of primary care before and after graduation from
veterinary school. Another avenue for investigation would be
examining students’ exposure to primary care faculty as mentors
as well as in the curriculum.

This study shows veterinary students perceptions of the
positive and negative aspects as well as work-life conditions of
companion animal primary as a career choice. Students’ interest
level in companion animal primary care remains tepid despite
being the eventual career choice for a majority of practicing
veterinarians. This reinforces the need for continued investment
in companion animal primary care education and experiences
as well as recruitment of strong primary care faculty and role
models at colleges of veterinary medicine.

In conclusion, a majority of veterinary students have
companion animal primary care as their preferred career
choice and seem to have a positive perception of it as a
career choice.

This positive perception increased over the course of an
academic year, but did not differ significantly by year in school.
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