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Veterinarians are believed to be at increased risk for suicide 
compared with the general population (1). Few data on the 
occurrence of suicidal behavior and suicide risk factors among 
U.S. veterinarians are available. Veterinarians participating in 
two wellness summits held during September 2013 concluded 
that more research is needed on veterinarians and their mental 
health (2).

During July 1–October 20, 2014, an anonymous, Web-
based questionnaire was made available through the Veterinary 
Information Network (VIN), an online community for veteri-
narians; VIN News Service; JAVMA News; and monthly e-mail 
messages to veterinarians in 49 states (Maine was excluded) 
and Puerto Rico sent through the state’s veterinary medical 
association, agriculture or livestock department, or health 
department. The questionnaire asked respondents about their 
experiences with depression and suicidal behavior, and included 
standardized questions from the Kessler-6 psychological distress 
scale that assesses for the presence of serious mental illness (3). 
Respondents with nonresponses were included in the denomi-
nators when calculating prevalence estimates.

Responses were received from 10,254 currently employed 
veterinarians (10.3% of all employed U.S. veterinarians). 
The most commonly reported age category was 30–39 years 
(28.8%), and 31.3% were male. Thirty-four percent reported 
practicing veterinary medicine for <10 years, 24.6% for 
10–19 years, 21.6% for 20–29 years, and 19.8% for ≥30 years. 
Most (68.6%) respondents practiced small animal medicine, 
and 37.8% were practice owners. In comparison, 44.4% of 
U.S. veterinarians are male, and 66.6% practice small animal 
medicine exclusively (4).

Approximately 6.8% (95% confidence interval 
[CI] = 5.9%–7.7%) of male and 10.9% (CI = 10.2%–11.6%) 
of female respondents were characterized as having serious psy-
chological distress based on the Kessler-6 psychological distress 
scale, compared with 3.5% of male and 4.4% of female U.S. 
adults, respectively (5). Since graduating from veterinary school, 
24.5% and 36.7% (CIs = 23.0%–26.0%, 35.6%–37.8%) of 

male and female respondents reported experiencing depressive 
episodes, respectively, 14.4% and 19.1% (CIs = 13.2%–15.7%, 
18.2%–20.0%) suicidal ideation, and 1.1% and 1.4% 
(CIs = 0.7%–1.5%, 1.2%–1.7%) suicide attempts. In compari-
son, male and female U.S. adults had a lower lifetime prevalence 
of depressive episodes (15.1% and 22.9%, respectively) and 
suicidal ideation (5.1% and 7.1%) but a higher prevalence of 
suicide attempts (1.6% and 3.0%) (6,7).

The findings in this report are subject to at least two limita-
tions. First, the small number of veterinarians who responded 
compared with the number of those potentially eligible 
increases the likelihood of nonresponse bias. Second, the pos-
sibility exists for social desirability bias. Both of these factors 
could lead to overestimation or underestimation of the actual 
prevalence of risk factors for suicide among U.S. veterinarians. 
Nevertheless, these data suggest that nearly one in 10 U.S. 
veterinarians might suffer from serious psychological distress 
and more than one in six might have experienced suicidal ide-
ation since graduation. Additional data, particularly data from 
representative samples, are needed to further characterize the 
underlying risk factors for suicidal behavior among veterinar-
ians and identify effective prevention methods.

Acknowledgments

Veterinarians who participated in the survey. Veterinarians 
and Mental Health Investigation Team. State veterinary medical 
associations. State agriculture and livestock departments. State 
health departments. National Association of State Public Health 
Veterinarians. Veterinary Information Network (VIN). American 
Veterinary Medical Association. Paul D. Pion, DVM, VIN. Mark 
Rishniw, PhD, University of California, Davis. Joni Scheftel, DVM, 
Minnesota Department of Health. Melinda Larkin, JAVMA News. 
Phyllis DeGioia, VIN News Service. Lori Kogan, PhD, Colorado 
State University. Bryan Buss, DVM, Division of State and Local 
Readiness, Office of Public Health Preparedness and Response, CDC.

 1Division of State and Local Readiness, Office of Public Health Preparedness 
and Response, CDC; 2Montana Department of Public Health and Human 
Services; 3Department of Psychology, Auburn University; 4Minnesota 
Department of Health; 5Mississippi Board of Animal Health; 5Wyoming 
Department of Health; 7Pennyslvania Department of Health; 8Idaho 
Department of Health and Welfare; 9Virginia Department of Health; 
10Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services; 11Emergency 
Preparedness and Response Office, National Institute of Occupational Safety 
and Health, CDC (Corresponding author: Randall J. Nett, rnett@cdc.gov, 
406-444-5917)

Notes from the Field

mailto:rnett@cdc.gov
hxv5
Text Box

Please note: An erratum has been published for this issue. To view the erratum, please click here.

http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6405a6.htm?s_cid=mm6405a6_w
hxv5
Highlight

http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6405a6.htm?s_cid=mm6405a6_w
hxv5
Highlight

http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6405a6.htm?s_cid=mm6405a6_w


Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report 

132 MMWR / February 13, 2015 / Vol. 64 / No. 5

References
1. Bartram DJ, Baldwin DS. Veterinary surgeons and suicide: a structured review 

of possible influences on increased risk. Vet Rec 2010;166:388–97.
2. Larkin M. Finding the calm amid the chaos: when it’s not the patient who needs 

a wellness check, but the veterinarian. JAVMA News 2013;243:1368–75.
3. Kessler RC, Barker PR, Colpe LJ, et al. Screening for serious mental illness 

in the general population. Arch Gen Psychiatry 2003;60:184–9.
4. American Veterinary Medical Association. Market research statistics: U.S. 

veterinarians, 2013. Available at https://www.avma.org/kb/resources/
statistics/pages/market-research-statistics-us-veterinarians.aspx#categories.

5. CDC. Mental illness surveillance among adults in the United States. 
MMWR 2011;60(Suppl):1–29.

6. Kessler RC, Birnbaum H, Bromet E, et al. Age differences in major 
depression: results from the national comorbidity surveys replication 
(NCS-R). Psychol Med 2010;40:225–37.

7. Baca-Garcia E, Perez-Rodriguez MM, Keyes KM, et al. Suicidal ideation 
and suicide attempts in the United States: 1991–1992 and 2001–2002. 
Mol Psychiatry 2010;15:250–9.

https://www.avma.org/kb/resources/statistics/pages/market-research-statistics-us-veterinarians.aspx#categories
https://www.avma.org/kb/resources/statistics/pages/market-research-statistics-us-veterinarians.aspx#categories



