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A picture of purpose: exploring
veterinary students’ motivations
through photo elicitation
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Understanding the motivations that drive veterinary students is essential for
supporting their academic success, wellbeing, and professional satisfaction. This
qualitative study utilized photo elicitation, a visual and narrative research method, to
explore the personal, emotional, and professional “whys" of 14 veterinary students
pursuing a Doctor of Veterinary Medicine (DVM) degree. Participants submitted
photographs and reflective narratives describing their motivations and how these
motivations supported their journeys. Thematic analysis revealed five key themes:
(1) Deep Emotional Bonds with Animals, (2) Overcoming Personal Adversity, (3)
The Influence of Role Models, (4) Desire to Make a Difference, and (5) Community
and Service. These findings highlight the central role of formative experiences,
relationships, and values in shaping students’ aspirations and perseverance. The
study underscores the potential for reflective practices, such as photo elicitation,
to reconnect students with their intrinsic motivations, fostering resilience and
long-term satisfaction in veterinary practice. Integrating principles such as
compassionate advocacy, spectrum of care, and community engagement into
veterinary education may better align training with students’ values, enhancing
their preparation for impactful and fulfilling careers.

KEYWORDS

veterinary education, photo elicitation, student motivation, thematic analysis,
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Introduction

Veterinary education demands resilience, adaptability, and a deep sense of purpose—
qualities that have been identified as key predictors of wellbeing and persistence in medical
and veterinary professions. Resilience, the ability to recover from setbacks and maintain
motivation under stress, is particularly crucial for veterinary students, who often face
emotional and academic challenges (1). Similarly, a clear sense of purpose has been shown to
enhance persistence and professional fulfillment, reinforcing students’ ability to navigate
difficulties and maintain long-term engagement in their careers (2, 3). Gasper (4) further
emphasizes that resilient individuals in medical fields exhibit adaptability, resourcefulness, and
self-directedness, allowing them to thrive despite uncertainty. While other attributes such as
integrity and honesty are undoubtedly essential in veterinary practice, our study focuses on
these three qualities because of their documented impact on student success and
professional longevity.

Despite its rigorous training, veterinary education often prioritizes technical competencies
over the cultivation of reflective practice, personal meaning-making, and adaptability (5). Yet,
fostering intrinsic motivation and self-awareness may help counteract known challenges in
the field, such as high rates of burnout, mental health struggles, and attrition (6, 7). Research
suggests that students who engage in reflective practices early in their careers are better
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equipped to sustain their professional identities and manage
occupational stress (1). While veterinary curricula effectively equip
students with the medical and technical knowledge required for
practice, they often lack dedicated strategies to address the
psychological  resilience and adaptability —necessary for
career sustainability.

This study leverages photo elicitation, a qualitative research
method that integrates visual and narrative elements to explore
veterinary students’ motivations. This method has been widely used
in education research to elicit personal meaning, foster engagement,
and deepen insight into participants’ lived experiences (8). It is
particularly valuable in professional identity studies, where verbal
responses alone may not fully capture the complexity of motivations
and personal reflections (9). Previous studies have successfully applied
photo elicitation in human medical education, where it has been
shown to enhance self-awareness, professional identity development,
and emotional processing (10, 11). However, photo elicitation remains
largely underutilized in veterinary education, with only one study
these researchers could find incorporating visual methodologies to
investigate veterinary students’ perspectives (5). One goal of this study
is to continue to introduce veterinary educators to this methodological
approach, demonstrating its potential to enrich understanding of
student experiences and motivations.

Photo elicitation is sometimes conflated with photovoice, a
participatory action research method that engages participants as
documentarians, commentators, and potential agents of social change
(11). The two terms are often used interchangeably, but photo
elicitation focuses on the interview process itself, whereas photovoice
involves a broader participatory and action-oriented framework. As
Bugos et al. (11) explain, “Photo-elicitation is a core component of
photovoice, which was first described in 1997 and is a form of
community-based participatory research that engages participants at
each step of the research process as documentarians, commentators,
and agents of social and political change”” In this study, students took
or shared their own photos rather than responding to researcher-
provided images, which aligns with aspects of photovoice. However,
given that the primary aim was to explore student perspectives rather
than facilitate a structured action-oriented intervention, we follow
Bugos et al. (11) in using the term photo elicitation to describe
our approach.

The guiding question for this study was: What are the motivations
(“why”) of veterinary students for pursuing a Doctor of Veterinary
Medicine (DVM) degree, as expressed through photo elicitation and
accompanying narratives? By inviting participants to select or create
photographs representing their “why” for pursuing a DVM, this
approach provided a rich lens into the values and experiences shaping
their journeys. The integration of visual imagery enabled participants
to articulate dimensions of their motivations that might remain
inaccessible through verbal inquiry alone.

Five key themes were constructed from this dataset: (1) Deep
Emotional Bonds with Animals, (2) Overcoming Personal
Adversity, (3) The Influence of Role Models, (4) Desire to Make a
Difference, and (5) Community and Service. These themes
underscore the deeply personal and relational aspects of veterinary
students’ motivations while also reflecting broader principles such
as spectrum of care (SoC), community engagement, and reflective
practice. By examining these themes, this study not only
illuminates the factors sustaining veterinary students but also
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highlights opportunities for enhancing veterinary education in
that both
professional competency.

ways support student  wellbeing  and

As a preventive approach, this study explores how early
engagement with students’ intrinsic motivations—their “why” for
pursuing veterinary medicine—may serve as a protective factor,
fostering resilience and professional fulfillment. Rather than
suggesting that education should be dictated by student preferences,
we argue that integrating reflective practices alongside rigorous
clinical training can help students develop a deeper connection to
their purpose, enhancing their ability to navigate the inevitable
hardships of the profession. Given the well-documented challenges of
veterinary mental health, incorporating resilience-building strategies
from the outset of training is not simply a pedagogical preference but

an ethical necessity.

Methods
Photo elicitation as a method

Photo elicitation combines participant-selected images with
reflective narratives to explore participants’ perspectives, emotions,
and lived experiences. Originally introduced by Collier (12) in
anthropology, this method has been widely adopted in educational
and healthcare research due to its ability to elicit deeper emotional and
cognitive engagement than verbal-only approaches (9, 11). Photo
elicitation has been successfully used in medical education to explore
student identity, professional motivation, and emotional resilience (13,
14), but its use in veterinary education remains limited to a single
published study (5). Given the personal and emotionally charged
motivations behind veterinary students’ career choices, photo
elicitation was well-suited to uncover nuanced perspectives that might
remain unspoken in traditional interviews (10).

The method used in this study aligns with the principles of
photovoice, a form of community-based participatory research that
allows participants to document and interpret their lived experiences
through photography (11). However, while photovoice often
emphasizes action-oriented social change, this study primarily
employed photo elicitation as a tool for exploring students’ personal
and professional motivations. By inviting participants to select or
create photographs representing their “why” for pursuing a DVM, this
approach provided a rich lens into the values and experiences shaping
their journeys. The integration of visual imagery enabled participants
to articulate dimensions of their motivations that might remain
inaccessible through verbal inquiry alone, reinforcing the value of
multimodal reflection in veterinary education (8).

This method is particularly relevant for veterinary education
research, where students’ motivations are deeply rooted in personal
relationships with animals, formative life events, and a sense of
professional calling. The visual-narrative format allows researchers to
bridge the gap between abstract constructs, such as resilience and
purpose, and the tangible, lived realities of students’ academic
journeys (13, 14). While resilience and purpose are often discussed in
veterinary education as conceptual goals, their development is deeply
personal and shaped by individual experiences. Traditional qualitative
methods, such as interviews or surveys, may struggle to capture the
emotional and symbolic dimensions of these motivations.
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Photo elicitation, by incorporating participant-selected imagery,
allows for a richer, more layered representation of these concepts (9,
11). The inclusion of visual elements provides a concrete reference
point for students’ reflections, making their narratives more detailed
and emotionally resonant (15, 16). Prior research in education has
demonstrated that photo elicitation fosters deep self-reflection and
perspective shifts, enabling students to articulate experiences with
greater nuance than in text-based interviews alone (10). Studies in
medical education further indicate that this method enhances
students’ ability to construct meaning from their experiences,
fostering a more holistic understanding of professional identity and
personal growth (13, 14). In this way, photo elicitation serves as a
methodological bridge, translating complex, subjective experiences
into analyzable qualitative data while maintaining the depth and
authenticity of participants’ lived experiences.

Veterinary educationalists benefit from understanding students’
experiences and motivations from their own perspectives. Photo
elicitation provides a unique lens to view the world as participants
experience it, fostering empathy and uncovering the layers of meaning
that underpin their professional aspirations (10). By inviting
participants to select or create photographs representing their “why”
for pursuing a DVM, this study encouraged them to reflect on their
intrinsic motivations and how these motivations support their
persistence through the academic challenges of veterinary training.

The participatory nature of photo elicitation empowered students
to direct the research process by choosing images that held personal
significance. This approach aligned with the goals of class, which
emphasizes reflection, interdisciplinary collaboration, and the human-
animal bond. Students’ narratives, combined with their photographs,
provided researchers with holistic insights into the emotional and
symbolic dimensions of their motivations, extending beyond what
verbal responses alone could reveal (15).

Participants and context

Fourteen veterinary students participated in this study, completing
a demographic survey along with submitting photographs and written
responses to the two questions below. These self-selected volunteers
were enrolled in a pre-clinical elective course within the veterinary
curriculum. The course focuses on equipping students with the skills
to address access barriers in veterinary care, foster interdisciplinary
collaboration, and strengthen the human-animal bond. Through
lectures, practical experiences, and reflective assignments, the course
emphasizes compassion and engagement, making it an ideal context
for this research.

The impetus for this study emerged from an in-class assignment,
initially designed as a reflective peer discussion activity. Students were
asked to bring a personally meaningful photo that represented their
“why” for pursuing veterinary medicine. In pairs, students shared
their images, described their motivations, and were interviewed by a
classmate before switching roles. The resulting conversations were
notably rich and insightful, highlighting the potential of photo
elicitation to uncover deeper narratives about professional identity
and motivation. Given the depth of discussion and student
engagement observed during the assignment, the method described
in this paper was developed to systematically capture and analyze
these perspectives in a research context.
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While the study was conducted within a single elective course, it
is important to consider how these students may compare to their
peers who did not enroll in the class. Given the course’s emphasis on
community engagement and access to care, it is possible that students
who selected this elective were already more inclined toward reflective
practice, service-oriented work, or non-traditional approaches to
veterinary medicine. However, as veterinary students across diverse
settings frequently express similar motivations—such as a deep
connection to animals, overcoming adversity, or a desire to make a
difference—the findings of this study likely reflect broader themes
relevant to veterinary education as a whole. Future research could
explore whether students outside this elective, or at different points in
their training, articulate their motivations in comparable ways.

Table 1 highlights the demographic characteristics of the
14 participants.

In qualitative research, the logic of case selection differs
fundamentally from that of quantitative sampling. Rather than seeking
statistical generalizability, qualitative studies prioritize depth over
breadth by selecting information-rich cases that offer meaningful
insights into the phenomenon under investigation (17). Our sample
size of 14 students aligns with established qualitative principles,
wherein cases are selected for theoretical and conceptual significance
rather than numerical representation (18, 19).

Moreover, this study follows a relational ethnographic approach
(20), in which the emphasis is placed on how participants’ experiences
and identities are socially constructed through their interactions with
others and their professional environment. This perspective is
particularly relevant to veterinary education, where students’
motivations and resilience strategies are shaped within a community
of practice. As such, our findings do not claim universal applicability
but instead offer theoretically transferable insights that contribute to
broader discussions on student engagement, professional identity
formation, and wellbeing.

Furthermore, our study reached thematic saturation, meaning
additional data collection would have yielded diminishing new
insights (17). The goal of qualitative research is not to count instances
of themes but to develop a nuanced, contextual understanding of
participants’ lived experiences (18). As Spillman notes, “qualitative
research gains its explanatory power not through statistical inference
but through careful, context-sensitive analysis of meaning and
interaction” (18, p. 5). By focusing on a small but diverse group of

TABLE 1 Participant demographic survey.

Category Subcategory Number of
participants
(n = 14)

Gender Female 12
Male 1
Non-binary 1
First generation Yes 1
college student No 13
Upbringing Rural 7
Suburban 6
Urban 1
Race/Ethnicity White 14
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veterinary students within a shared educational context, this study
provides rich, theoretically grounded insights into the motivations
and challenges of future veterinarians.

These methodological choices align with calls for qualitative
veterinary education research to prioritize depth, reflexivity, and
engagement with student perspectives rather than relying solely on
large-scale surveys or quantitative metrics. Our approach contributes
to an emerging body of literature that underscores the value of student
narratives in shaping more resilient, ethically engaged, and
community-oriented veterinary professionals.

Implementation

Participants were asked to submit a photograph that represented
their motivation for pursuing a DVM and to provide written
reflections addressing two prompts:

1. Why did you choose this photo to represent your “why” for
pursuing your DVM?

2. How has this motivation supported you during your academic
journey in veterinary medicine?

Ethical guidelines for content submission were clearly
communicated to participants, and all submissions adhered to these
guidelines. This study received Institutional Review Board (IRB)
approval from Kansas State University, ensuring ethical oversight of
participant recruitment, data collection, and analysis. All participants
provided informed consent and retained the right to withdraw from
the study at any time without penalty. Data were anonymized and
securely stored to protect confidentiality.

Data analysis

The analysis followed the principles of reflexive thematic analysis
(21, 22), which emphasizes the active role of researchers in constructing
meaning rather than treating themes as passively emerging from data.
Rooted in a constructivist epistemology, this approach recognizes that
meaning is co-constructed through interpretation. The analysis was
primarily inductive, guided by the data rather than predetermined
categories, but remained theoretically flexible in considering broader
concepts related to veterinary student motivations and professional
identity formation. The following steps were undertaken:

1. Familiarization with data: the first phase involved deep
engagement with the dataset. Researchers read and reread
participant narratives alongside their chosen photographs,
taking reflexive notes to capture initial impressions and areas
of potential thematic significance. This step recognized that
both textual and visual data contributed to meaning-making.

2. Generating initial codes: the textual narratives were
systematically analyzed through open coding, with codes
generated inductively from the data rather than determined a
priori. Coding focused on capturing key ideas, emotional
reflections, and conceptual markers related to students’
motivations. Given the multimodal nature of the data,
photographs were analyzed for symbolic, contextual, and
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emotional significance, ensuring they were integrated into—
not separated from—the interpretation process (22).

. Developing sub-themes: coded data were examined for

conceptual connections, leading to the identification of
sub-themes, which represent patterns of meaning within
the dataset. In line with Braun and Clarke (21), sub-themes
function as intermediary analytic categories, highlighting
nuances within broader themes. For example, within the
overarching theme of Resilience Through Connection,
sub-themes such as Mentorship, Familial Support, and Faith
as Motivation captured distinct yet interrelated aspects of
how students sustain their perseverance in veterinary school.

. Constructing and refining themes: sub-themes were grouped

into overarching themes that encapsulated the deeper
narratives embedded within participants’ responses. This
process was iterative, requiring continual movement between
data, codes, and developing themes to ensure coherence and
conceptual clarity (22). To visually organize and refine the
relationships between sub-themes and themes, theme mapping
was employed during this phase (as shown in Figure 1). This
method facilitated a structured examination of how different
aspects of students’ motivations interrelate, ensuring that
themes were distinct yet interconnected.

Additionally, researchers returned to the dataset after the initial
theme development phase, checking for coherency, completeness,
and fit of themes. Theme mapping also played a role in this
verification process by providing a visual representation of
analytical decisions, making it easier to identify overlaps, refine
distinctions, and ensure alignment between themes and
sub-themes.

. Reviewing, defining, and validating themes: themes were

further refined to ensure they were internally coherent (i.e.,
sub-themes meaningfully cohere under their parent theme)
and externally distinctive (i.e., themes captured different
aspects of the data rather than overlapping). Definitions were
developed for each theme, clarifying their conceptual
boundaries and ensuring they reflected the richness of
participant narratives. Representative quotes were selected to
illustrate each theme, demonstrating their interpretative depth.
Additionally, to enhance trustworthiness and credibility, a
member-checking process was conducted, in which
participants were invited to review preliminary findings and
provide feedback on whether the identified themes accurately
captured their experiences. This process reinforced the validity
of the analysis and ensured that the themes were grounded in

participants’ perspectives.

. Synthesizing and structuring results: the final themes and

sub-themes were organized into a coherent analytical narrative,
moving beyond description to interpretation. This phase
emphasized how students’ motivations connect to larger
professional, educational, and wellbeing considerations. The
integration of visual data was critical in this process, as
photographs often provided additional layers of meaning that
might not have been apparent in textual narratives alone. For
example, a participant’s image of their laptop covered in a
collage of influential figures visually reinforced the
interconnected nature of their motivations, adding interpretative
depth to their written explanation.
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Diagram 1

Theme 1: Deep Emotional Bonds with Animals

Theme 2: Overcoming Personal Adversity

Theme 4: Desire to Make a Difference

“ Theme 5: Community and Service

FIGURE 1

Family Support During Hardships

Academic Challenges and Resilience

Mentors Who C Care

Inspirational Figures in Personal Life

Veterinarians as Role Models for same

Improving Animal Welfare Through

Military Veterinary Service and Public Health ~ %

Outreach as a Catalyst for Change

Building Relationships to Provide Emotional Support —

Evidence: A participant described Harley, their German
Shepherd, as their “Guiding Star™ who navigated them

through difficult times, saying, “She was there for me
e < :;::::f :.fmnmg, and it took me too long to give her a

Visual: A photo of Harley resting peacefully, symbolizing
loyalty and the bond between animals and humans.

Evidence: "All animals (including humans) deserve better,
and | want to be my best so | can help my clients’ own
personal quiding stars.”

Motivation to Honor and Protect Animals

Evidence: Another participant highlighted their childhood
connection to their first cat, Shadow: “Shadow inspired
me to become a vet... | want to provide the same
e compassionate and empathetic care for both the client
Formative Relationships with Pets sy
Visual: A pholo of Shadow reclining, representing the
deep bond that shaped their aspirations.

Evidence: A participant reflected on their litle sister’s
positive influence during a tough time: "My little sister
was such a bright light during that time, and it renewed
my motivation to pursue veterinary medicine.”

Visual: A photo of the participant’s sister with their family
dog.
Evidence: "Despite test grades, despite any mistakes
made, it is important to look forward to the next hurdle on

the horizon.”

Evidence: “God is going to use me to make a difference,
and He never gives me more than | can handle.”

Faith as a Source of Strength

Visual: A photo connected to the participant’s faith-based
motivation, tied to the story of Squishy the cat.

Evidence: A participant recalled witnessing a veterinarian
provid i during a stressful i
saying. "l aspire to be the person who cares and is
compassionate during every euthanasia, especially the
hard ones.”

Evidence: One participant described a collage on their
Laptop dedicated to loved ones and mentors, including a
tribute to their friend Autumn: "My best friend, Autumn...
inspires me to continue this journey for the both of us.”

Visual: A photo of the collage, symbolizing the people who
inspired the participant's journey.

Evidence: Another participant noted, ‘I want to provide the
ionate care | witnessed many times from
the veterinarian | shadowed.”

Evidence: It motivates me to educate cattle producers on

| best handling techniques and resources available
\ Advocacy for Underserved Populations ety
Visual: A photo of a cow with an injured leg, representing

the participant’s drive to innovate for better care.

Evidence: "I believe Il be able to help develop devices to
quickly and diagnose broken bones in the
field.”

Evidence: “The shelter desperately needed help, and once
they got help from a veterinarian, so many more lives

were saved.”
Making Veterinary Care Accessible
Visual: A photo of Theo, a cat adopted from a shelter,
i i e e ’
resource gaps.

Evidence: “After this mission, | knew that if | wanted to
— practice and do the most good for the world, Army
Veterinary would be my path.”

_ Visual: A group photo from a military mission, showcasing
teamwork and service.

Evidence: A participant described their work with Street
Dog Coalition: "Veterinary medicine is about care and
compassion... making a difference with the unique skillset
Ihave”

Evidence: 'It's relationships like this and making a
~ difference/being there for people in their worst times that
keeps me motivated to get my DVM."

_ Visual: A Christmas photo with the Mazhars, representing
the participant’s bond with a client family.

Illustrates the five overarching motivations identified in this population’s pursuit of a DVM degree, highlighting their connections to personal and
professional experiences. The themes are supported by sub-themes that reflect participants’ stories and visual narratives. Each theme emphasizes the
diverse ways students find purpose, resilience, and inspiration through relationships, mentorship, innovation, and service within the field of veterinary

medicine.

Reflexivity
This research is informed by a constructivist epistemology,

recognizing that meaning is co-constructed through personal
narratives, shared experiences, and reflection. Rather than assuming

Frontiers in Veterinary Science

veterinary students’ motivations exist as fixed entities to be uncovered,
we approached the data with the understanding that their professional
identities are continuously shaped through interaction with people,
animals, and educational environments. Our methodological
choices—particularly the use of photo elicitation—were grounded in
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phenomenological and narrative identity perspectives, emphasizing
how individuals assign meaning to experiences and construct their
professional selves through storytelling (23, 24).

At the same time, critical theory (25) provided a framework for
interrogating traditional power dynamics within veterinary education.
Veterinary training has historically positioned the veterinarian as the
ultimate authority, both in academic settings and in client-practitioner
interactions. This study assumes that fostering reflective practice—
particularly through multimodal approaches like photo elicitation—
can help disrupt hierarchical learning models and encourage students
to engage in collaborative decision-making, a key principle of
Spectrum of Care (SoC) (26). In this way, we viewed students not just
as subjects of a curriculum but as active participants in shaping their
own professional development.

Our analysis was further guided by psychological resilience
frameworks, which suggest that individuals develop adaptive
capacities in response to adversity (27). As both researchers have
professional experience in veterinary education—one as a veterinary
social worker specializing in mental health and wellbeing, and the
other as a veterinary educator with experience in clinical practice—we
approached this study with an awareness of the significant stressors
faced by veterinary students. This positioned us to interpret students’
narratives through the lens of resilience-building, considering how
personal experiences may shape long-term professional fulfillment (2).

Positionality of the researchers

The first author is a veterinary educator and PhD student in
Leadership Studies, with a research focus on improving the Veterinary-
Client-Patient Relationship (VCPR) through principles of community
engagement and client-centered care. As a Mexican-American,
non-traditional veterinary student who entered veterinary school after
more than 15 years of veterinary experience, he witnessed firsthand
the resilience strategies that helped practitioners sustain fulfilling
careers. However, he also recognized that many veterinary students,
particularly those entering directly from undergraduate programs,

TABLE 2 Summary of themes with representative quotes.

Theme Definition

Deep emotional bonds with animals

Commitment to improving animal welfare and

recognizing the profound human-animal bond.

10.3389/fvets.2025.1553433

lacked the real-world experience necessary to contextualize their
training and develop the psychological endurance needed for
professional longevity. His scholarly motivation stems from a belief
that all clients are worthy of a VCPR, and that veterinary education
should integrate social science perspectives to better equip students
for client communication, ethical decision-making, and navigating
diverse care environments.

The second author is a veterinary social worker and mental health
advocate, dedicated to supporting veterinary students and
professionals through the emotional and ethical challenges of the
profession. As the first veterinary social worker at Kansas State
University, she has worked closely with veterinary educators and
practitioners to develop mental health initiatives, facilitate community
outreach courses, and promote interdisciplinary collaboration within
veterinary medicine. Her work is guided by a belief in the
transformative potential of the human-animal bond, and she
approaches this research from a constructivist lens, recognizing that
resilience, adaptability, and sense of purpose are co-constructed
through personal narratives and shared experiences. She is committed
to fostering inclusivity and belonging in veterinary education,
acknowledging the systemic barriers that impact student wellbeing
and professional identity development.

Results

Through the analysis of participants’ photo submissions and
accompanying narratives, five key themes identified that encapsulate
the diverse motivations and inspirations behind veterinary students’
pursuit of a DVM degree. These themes comprise: (1) Deep Emotional
Bonds with Animals, (2) Overcoming Personal Adversity, (3) The
Influence of Role Models, (4) Desire to Make a Difference, and (5)
Community and Service. Each theme is presented with a representative
visual example and a corresponding narrative, illustrating the unique
experiences and perspectives of participants.

Table 2 provides an overview of the key themes identified through
thematic analysis of veterinary students’ photo and narrative
submissions. Each theme is defined and accompanied by

Representative quotes

“Harley... was my Guiding Star. All animals (including humans) deserve

better”

Overcoming personal adversity

relationships, and resilience.

Drawing strength from personal challenges,

“My little sister... renewed my motivation to pursue veterinary medicine.

I applied that year and got in!”

The influence of role models

who provide guidance and motivation.

Finding inspiration in mentors, family, and loved ones

“This photo includes everybody in my life who has ever motivated me to
accomplish my dreams... My best friend, Autumn, inspires me to continue

this journey for the both of us.”

Desire to make a difference

improve animal outcomes.

Motivation to address challenges in veterinary care and

“An accident occurred while moving cattle... It motivates me to educate
producers on best handling techniques and develop technology to diagnose

injuries quickly in the field...”

Community and service

positive impact.

Fulfillment through teamwork, outreach, and broader

I love Army Vet Med... After this mission, I knew that if I wanted to
practice and do the most good for the world, Army Veterinary would
be my path to it”

Frontiers in Veterinary Science
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representative quotes that illustrate participants’ motivations for
pursuing a DVM degree and the resilience strategies that sustain them
throughout their academic journeys.

Theme 1: deep emotional bonds with
animals

The most prominent theme highlighted the powerful emotional
connections students share with animals, both their own pets and
animals they have encountered through their lives. Participants
described how animals served as sources of comfort, inspiration, and
purpose. These bonds often formed the initial spark for their desire to
pursue veterinary medicine.

o Visual example: A participant submitted a photo of Harley, their
German Shepherd, peacefully resting on a bed. The image
symbolizes the guiding role Harley played during the participant’s
youth and the motivation to give animals a better life.

o Accompanying narrative: “Harley was my Guiding Star and
navigated me through the darkness of youth. She was there for me
through everything, and it took me too long to give her a better life.
All animals (including humans) deserve better, and I want to be my
best so I can help my clients’ own personal guiding stars.”

Theme 2: overcoming personal adversity

Many participants shared experiences of personal hardship,
ranging from challenging upbringings to struggles with self-doubt and
mental health. Their perseverance and the support of animals or loved
ones became driving forces in their pursuit of veterinary medicine.

o Visual example: A participant submitted a photo of their younger
sister smiling next to the family dog. This image reflects the
participant’s journey of renewal and motivation, driven by their
sister’s presence during a difficult time.

o Accompanying narrative: “I had a difficult time in undergrad due
to some personal issues, and I eventually moved back home. My
little sister was such a bright light during that time, and it renewed
my motivation to pursue veterinary medicine. I applied that year
and got in!”

Theme 3: the influence of role models

Role models, including family members, mentors, and friends,
were cited as significant sources of inspiration. For some participants,
these role models were individuals who modeled compassion and
perseverance, while for others, role models were figures who
supported and believed in them during their educational journey.

o Visual example: A participant shared a photo of a collage printed
on a laptop sticker, dedicated to loved ones and mentors who
motivated them to pursue their DVM. This includes a tribute to
a close friend who tragically passed away while pursuing
veterinary school.
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o Accompanying narrative: “This photo includes everybody in my life
who has ever motivated me to accomplish my dreams... My ‘why’
today focuses significantly more on my passion for the people who
love these animals... My best friend, Autumn, who showed me all
the love and light, inspires me to continue this journey for the
both of us”

Theme 4: desire to make a difference

Participants expressed a strong desire to make meaningful
contributions to animal welfare and to help those in need, particularly
in underserved areas or through advancing veterinary care. Their
motivations often stemmed from witnessing a lack of resources or the
need for better care.

o Visual example: A participant submitted a photo of a cow’s leg
injury in a field of harvested crops. This image represents their
firsthand experiences with large animals and the need for better
technology and support in rural areas.

o Accompanying narrative: “An accident occurred while moving
cattle, and by the time we arranged for a vet, the situation
worsened. It motivates me to educate producers on best handling
techniques and to develop technology to diagnose injuries quickly
in the field without the need for travel”

Theme 5: community and service

The final theme emphasized participants’ commitment to serving
their communities, whether through public health initiatives, military
service, or outreach efforts. These participants viewed veterinary
medicine as a platform for engaging with their communities and
creating a broader positive impact.

o Visual example: A participant submitted a photo of themselves
and a group of Army veterinary professionals standing in front
of ared tent with a “Paws and Claws” banner during a community
outreach mission. This image highlights the participant’s
dedication to military veterinary care and public service.
Narrative: “I love Army Vet Med and all of the good that they bring
to the military as a whole. They allow our MWD:s to be utilized,
soldiers to keep pets on base, and food safety to be surveyed and
confirmed. After this mission, I knew that if I wanted to practice
and do the most good for the world, Army Veterinary would be my
path to it

Discussion

The findings suggest that understanding students’ intrinsic
motivations is not just an academic exercise but a critical component
of fostering resilience, professional satisfaction, and ethical practice in
veterinary medicine. Research has demonstrated that a strong sense
of purpose predicts resilience and persistence in challenging academic
and professional environments (2). However, veterinary education
remains predominantly structured around hierarchical training
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models, often prioritizing technical expertise over student-driven
(25).

methodologies like photo elicitation may not only support student

meaning-making Encouraging self-reflection through
wellbeing but also cultivate collaborative problem-solving skills, which
challenge rigid, top-down models of veterinary authority (1, 28).

One of the most pressing tensions in veterinary education is the
balance between authoritative expertise and participatory, client-
centered care. Historically, veterinarians have been positioned as the
ultimate decision-makers in the exam room, an approach reinforced
by traditional training methods that emphasize technical mastery
over shared decision-making. This model is increasingly at odds with
the spectrum of care (SoC) framework, which promotes collaboration
between veterinarians and clients to develop contextually appropriate
treatment plans (26). Research suggests that a lack of autonomy and
flexibility in training contributes to stress and dissatisfaction in early-
career veterinarians (1, 2, 28, 29). Without intentional efforts to
foster adaptability and reflective practice, students risk entering
clinical settings with rigid, one-size-fits-all approaches to
patient care.

By integrating reflective exercises early in veterinary training,
educators may foster a professional mindset that values contextualized,
client-centered care rather than reinforcing outdated models of
veterinary paternalism (29). Photo elicitation, as demonstrated in this
study, offers a model for how veterinary education can cultivate these
skills. This study highlights how photo elicitation provided deeper
insights into veterinary students’ motivations compared to traditional
qualitative methods. Previous research has shown that visual
methodologies enable participants to access subconscious or difficult-
to-verbalize emotions, fostering richer storytelling and engagement
(9, 30). The inclusion of participant-selected images allowed for an
additional layer of meaning-making, where the visual and textual
elements reinforced and sometimes expanded upon one another.

For example, one participant’s image of their military veterinary
team visually reinforced their emphasis on collaboration and service.
Without this image, the written narrative alone might have suggested
a more individualistic motivation rather than a collective professional
identity. Similarly, a participant’s laptop collage symbolized
generational resilience and legacy, themes that might have been less
explicit without the visual representation. These findings reinforce
the value of multimodal reflection in veterinary education, aligning
with calls for participatory and experiential learning models that
increase student engagement, resilience, and long-term job
satisfaction (3, 31).

Beyond individual motivation, these findings align with broader
concerns about wellbeing, job satisfaction, and retention in the
veterinary profession. The 2023 Merck Animal Health Veterinary
Wellbeing Study (28) reveals that veterinarians’ job satisfaction
increases with age, particularly among individuals over 45, where
“very/extremely satisfied” ratings are highest. However, veterinarians
under 34 years of age report the greatest proportions of “somewhat”
and “not too satisfied” ratings (29). These findings highlight a key
opportunity for veterinary education: engaging students with their
“why” early and intentionally. Creating spaces for students to articulate
and reconnect with their motivations, such as reflective practices or
experiential learning opportunities, may foster a stronger sense of
purpose and mitigate early-career dissatisfaction.

By fostering environments that cultivate resilience, reinforce
purpose, and encourage meaningful engagement, veterinary curricula
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can better align with the needs of students while upholding the
profession’s core responsibilities. The five key themes identified in this
study offer valuable insights into principles that can be integrated into
veterinary education:

» Compassionate advocacy and spectrum of care

Implementing SoC principles helps future veterinarians deliver
impactful, accessible care while reducing stress associated with rigid
medical expectations (26, 32). The ability to navigate contextualized
decision-making supports both professional fulfillment and ethical
patient care (33-35).

« Resilience through reflective practice

Reflective practices, such as photo elicitation, create
meaningful opportunities for students to articulate their personal
motivations. Prior studies have shown that such reflection
enhances resilience, self-awareness, and emotional wellbeing (13,

36, 37).
« Engagement and community service

Service-driven initiatives allow students to build technical,
leadership, and interpersonal skills while directly addressing societal
needs. Integrating veterinary community engagement (VCE)
frameworks, outreach programs, and interdisciplinary collaborations
into curricula reinforces the societal role of veterinary medicine and
prepares students for complex, real-world challenges (38).

Participants’ motivations for compassionate advocacy, innovation,
and service directly align with professional trends emphasizing
community impact, ethical practice, and veterinarian wellbeing.
Addressing student motivations early may foster job satisfaction as
their careers progress. Notably, a Merck Study (28) found that
veterinarians who perceive their work as meaningful report higher
satisfaction, reinforcing the importance of cultivating purpose-driven
engagement throughout veterinary education.

Moreover, principles such as spectrum of care and community
engagement provide actionable frameworks for addressing challenges
like burnout and access disparities. For example, adopting SoC
practices can help veterinarians deliver equitable care without
compromising their professional or emotional wellbeing (32, 35).
Similarly, emphasizing collaboration and leadership in service-driven
initiatives can strengthen the profession’s capacity to address pressing
public health and animal welfare needs.

Limitations

This study’s small sample size (n = 14) and lack of demographic
diversity limit the generalizability of its findings. However, qualitative
research does not aim for statistical generalizability but rather
theoretical transferability, offering in-depth insights into participants’
lived experiences (17-19). Additionally, while all participants
identified as White, this demographic homogeneity is not unique to
our study but instead reflects the broader lack of diversity within
veterinary medicine and veterinary education (39). The profession has
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long struggled with issues of racial and socioeconomic representation,
and these systemic barriers inevitably shape the experiences and
motivations of students entering the field. Future studies should
actively seek to include more diverse perspectives to ensure a more
comprehensive understanding of student motivations and
identity formation.

The study was conducted within a single elective course, and
students who enrolled may have already been inclined toward
reflective practice, service-oriented work, or interdisciplinary
perspectives. This may have shaped the types of motivations
expressed and should be considered when interpreting the results.

The use of photo elicitation as a primary method introduces
additional considerations. While this approach facilitated rich
narratives, it required participants to actively select and interpret
their own visual representations of motivation. This process may
privilege individuals who are more comfortable with reflective
exercises or visual storytelling. Future research could compare photo-
elicitation-based findings with those derived from traditional
interviews to assess potential methodological differences.

Finally, as qualitative researchers, our positionality inevitably
shapes the interpretation of findings. Our backgrounds in veterinary
education and veterinary social work informed our engagement with
student narratives and our focus on resilience, community, and
professional identity. While this perspective aligns with contemporary
discussions in veterinary education, it also presents an interpretive
lens that should be acknowledged. Member checking was implemented
to mitigate this influence, ensuring that participant perspectives
remained central to the analysis.

Future directions

Future research should aim to include larger, more
demographically and experientially diverse samples to explore how
factors such as cultural background, socioeconomic status, and
personal life experiences shape veterinary students’ motivations and
resilience strategies. Given that veterinary medicine has historically
lacked racial and economic diversity (38), studies focusing on
underrepresented populations could provide valuable insights into
systemic  barriers and support mechanisms  within
veterinary education.

Longitudinal research tracking students from their early training
through their professional careers would offer deeper insight into
how motivations evolve over time and how reflective practices
contribute to long-term wellbeing and career satisfaction. This could
help identify whether early engagement with intrinsic motivations
mitigates  burnout, improves retention, and enhances
professional fulfillment.

Expanding the use of photo elicitation in veterinary education
may also yield new insights into student wellbeing, identity
development, and the impact of curriculum design. Future studies
could explore its application in veterinary admissions, mentorship
programs, and mental health initiatives to assess how reflective
practices influence student engagement and resilience. Additionally,
intervention-based research could test whether structured reflective
exercises—such as guided photo elicitation workshops—enhance
psychological endurance, ethical reasoning, and adaptability among

veterinary students.
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Conclusion

Understanding the motivations of veterinary students is more than
an academic exercise—it is a critical component of preparing the next
generation of veterinarians to navigate the demands of a dynamic and
challenging profession. This study’s findings, drawn from the integration
of photo elicitation and thematic analysis, reveal motivations rooted in
compassion, resilience, innovation, and service. These insights reflect the
values that sustain students throughout their academic journeys and
serve as a foundation for fostering professional fulfillment.

Veterinary education stands to benefit from integrating principles
such as compassionate advocacy, spectrum of care, and community
engagement into curricula. By emphasizing reflective practices,
experiential learning, and mentorship, educational programs can
cultivate resilience, address disparities in care, and prepare students
for impactful careers. Moreover, these approaches align with broader
trends in the profession, such as the increasing focus on wellbeing, job
satisfaction, and ethical practice.

As veterinary medicine continues to evolve, so too must its
educational frameworks. However, this does not mean that veterinary
curricula should simply conform to student preferences; rather, it
requires an intentional balance between fostering intrinsic motivation
and maintaining the structured professional training necessary for
veterinary practice. Research suggests that veterinary students often
struggle with resilience and mental health, particularly in their early
careers, contributing to high levels of attrition and professional
dissatisfaction (1, 2). By integrating reflective exercises like photo
elicitation into early veterinary training, educators can proactively
engage students in self-exploration, reinforcing a sense of purpose that
may act as a buffer against the inevitable challenges of the profession.

Our approach aligns with growing calls for veterinary education
to address mental health preventatively rather than reactively. Students
come to veterinary school to learn, but they also need to develop the
psychological endurance necessary to sustain long careers in a
demanding field. This requires acknowledging the tension between
professional education—often framed as an authoritative transmission
of expertise—and the reflective, contextual learning found in the
humanities. While students must acquire technical competence under
expert mentorship, fostering engagement with their own motivations
and values is not a distraction but a means to reinforce professional
identity and ethical decision-making.

This tension extends beyond veterinary education and into
practice, particularly in the power dynamics of the exam room. Just as
veterinary educators are positioned as authoritative experts in the
classroom, veterinarians often assume a similar role with clients, which
can inadvertently reinforce hierarchical and paternalistic approaches
to care. This risks undermining client trust and adherence, particularly
within the framework of spectrum of care, which relies on shared
and adaptability. Educational
approaches that emphasize collaboration, self-reflection, and problem-

decision-making, transparency,

solving—such as photo elicitation—not only challenge entrenched
power structures in the classroom but also cultivate skills that translate
into more effective, empathetic client communication. As Freire (25)
argues, “Education must begin with the solution of the teacher-student
contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both
are simultaneously teachers and students” (25, p. 72). Encouraging
students to articulate their motivations, connect with their “why;” and
integrate personal meaning into their training is not about catering to
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individual preferences—it is about preparing them to navigate the
complexities of veterinary practice with humility and openness.

However, these shifts cannot be considered in isolation from the
hidden curriculum—the implicit messages, values, and norms
conveyed through institutional culture and informal interactions (38).
Veterinary education has traditionally emphasized hierarchy,
competitiveness, and rigid professional norms, sometimes at odds with
explicit teachings on collaboration, wellbeing, and ethical practice. The
hidden curriculum may subtly reinforce attitudes that discourage help-
seeking behaviors, normalize stress as an unavoidable consequence of
training, and prioritize technical expertise over communication and
adaptability. Without intentional efforts to surface and critically
examine these implicit messages, students may struggle to integrate the
values of compassionate advocacy and shared decision-making into
their professional identities. Reflective methodologies, such as photo
elicitation, offer a means of making these underlying influences visible,
allowing students to actively engage with and question the cultural
forces shaping their educational experiences.

Until we start seeing veterinary students as collaborators in
educational research, represented as such through participatory
methodologies, and not merely subjects in a curriculum, we will struggle
to evolve veterinary education to meet both student needs and societal
demands. Addressing the influence of both explicit and hidden curricula
is essential to creating an educational environment that prepares students
not only for the technical demands of practice but also for the ethical and
interpersonal complexities of veterinary medicine.
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