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I am teaching 

“Ethics” to future 

veterinarians.



3

Applied Ethics in Veterinary Medicine I Approx. 230 students, 0,5 ECTS

Applied Ethics in Veterinary Medicine I Approx. 230 students, 0,5 ECTS

Applied Ethics in Veterinary Medicine I Approx. 230 students, 0,5 ECTS

Applied Ethics in Veterinary Medicine I Approx. 230 students, 0,5 ECTS

Animal Welfare (Ethics) Approx. 230 students, 0,5 ECTS

Mandatory Ethics-Courses in the 

Veterinary Medicine Curriculum 
(1st to 5th semester)

Svenja 

Springer

Christian 

Dürnberger
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The Sustainability of Future Food 
Production Systems

Ethics and Conservation Medicine

Research Ethics

Ethical Examinations of Current Areas 
of Conflict in Veterinary Medicine

Ethics in Equine Medicine

Etc.

Further Ethics-Courses (either in specific 

modules or as an elective)

Svenja 

Springer

Christian 

Dürnberger



„Why?“

I am teaching 

“Ethics” to future 

veterinarians.
We always get 

the 

same 

questions...



How does the world 

around us work?

Aristotle

(384 - 322 B.C.)

Why Ethics?

How should we act? 

What is morally 

right?

Science and 

Technology
Ethics

Humans are beings who can—and 

must—reflect on the world.

Not the same 

level of

precision, 

but...
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... we should 

think 

rationally

about both 

topics.



And what does that 

have to do with 

veterinary 

medicine?
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How does the world 

around us work?

How should we act? 

What is morally 

right?

Both aspects come 

together in 

veterinary medicine.

Knowledge meets

practice/decisio

ns.
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In other words…

Society (and the 

profession 

itself) expects 

good 

veterinarians to 

provide not only 

medical 

expertise…

… but also ethical

guidance.
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I am teaching 

“Ethics” to future 

veterinarians.
We always get 

the 

same 

questions...



“Ethics? Do we need to 

memorize that for the 

test?”

No! We understand ‘ethics’ as 

a means of promoting 

independent reflection and as 

a space for discussions on 

questions that are crucial, 

yet not strictly medical.



“Ethics? Do you 

tell us what is 

morally right?”

We follow an approach based on 

empirical ethics, which 

describes and clarifies moral 

positions and controversies.

No. We don’t take the approach 

of normative ethics, which 

says, ‘This is right! That is 

wrong!’



6 assumptions 

on ethics and veterinary 

medicine
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We have no social 

consensus on the 

crucial question* of 

animal ethics.

* From a moral 

point of view, 

how should we 

treat animals?

14



But there are 

also pet owners 

who want to have 

their animal  

euthanized...

... because treatment is too 

expensive.

… because they are going on 

vacation.

Newspaper article: 

“Goldfish underwent 

surgery to treat 

constipation.”
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So, we have pet owners who 

would do virtually anything for 

their animals.



Austrian influencer: 

“Not being vegan is not 

okay.”

German Butcher Shop: 

“Yes, a pig had to die for 

this ham.”



“The 

slaughterhouse 

internship was the 

first time I truly 

confronted the 

ethical side of 

this topic, and I 

became vegan a few 

weeks later.”

“It was much less 

difficult than I 

expected, and I 

could easily see 

myself working at 

the slaughterhouse 

once a week.”

Two exemplary responses from students at 

the University of Veterinary Medicine 

Vienna as part of a study on the 

slaughterhouse internship

Quelle: Studie „Schlachthofpraktikum“. (Dürnberger & Ruprecht 

2025; unveröffentlicht.)



We have no social 

consensus on the 

crucial question of 

animal ethics.

… the more important 

your own moral compass 

becomes.

The more intense and 

emotional the 

controversies...
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Veterinary ethics begins with 

reflecting on my own values and 

attitudes as a veterinarian.



Where, on the 

other hand, there 

is something 

resembling 

“consensus” is on 

the following...

We have no social 

consensus on the 

crucial question of 

animal ethics.

19



(Almost) everyone considers 

themselves an expert when 

it comes to animals.
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Cows are

relaxing

Are the cows 

sick? I think 

they are 

sick. Why 

else would 

they be lying 

down?

Picture of cows

lying down in a 

stable

Farmers Citizens

„They play, they 

keep themselves 

busy”

Only 30% 

give the 

correct 

answer

Study
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Question: How are the cows in this picture doing?

Question: What are the pigs doing?



Animals appeal to 

our immediate 

emotions...

… but expertise is 

needed to 

correctly assess 

their well-being. 

Conclusion
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Veterinarians are experts in animal 

welfare...

To put it

bluntly:

… in a society where 

virtually everyone believes 

they are experts on animals.

Ethical responsibility of veterinarians 

includes to confidently represent their 

own expertise and to actively 

participate in public debates on the 

relationship between humans and animals.

Conclusion
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Ethics should not just be the 

theoretical reflection on what 

would be morally right...

Example

... but also “looking at” what 

people actually experience in 

practice.
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Often described in the 

literature as a “moral 

stressor” for 

veterinarians.

And that may be the case, but:

When veterinarians are asked 

openly in an interview-survey 

about their experiences with 

euthanasia, they also talk at 

length about their “most beautiful 

experiences.”

Euthanas

ia

25



“I am also very 

grateful when I am 

allowed to perform 

euthanasia.”

Anonymized quotes from veterinarians from the “Abschied

Leben” project

A good euthanasia is also “a 

celebration (...), so it 

should also be solemn, it 

should also be a climax.”

“Well, for me, that's not something 

that would break me at all...”
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Anonymized quotes from veterinarians from the “Abschied

Leben” project

“We euthanized the cat in the garden. 

Not only was the cat’s owner there, but 

her parents and the neighbors who had 

always looked after the cat came too. 

And I had the feeling that these people 

were letting this cat go with love. Of 

course it was sad and everyone cried, 

but for me there was something... yes, 

something beautiful (...) I keep 

thinking about it, for me it was one of 

the most beautiful things I’ve ever 

experienced.”

27



What do these exemplary quotes 

show?

Two things
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(1) Ethical reflections often 

focus on moral problems and 

burdens...

... however, we should not 

forget the “moral success 

stories” from which 

veterinarians can draw 

strength.
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(2) An empirically based ethics 

that surveys and examines the 

diverse moral dimensions of the 

reality of work...

... makes a valuable and 

necessary contribution to 

veterinary ethics.

Since 2025: 

Professorship „Empirical Veterinary

Ethics“

30

Svenja 

Springer



What do veterinarians

describe as burdensome?

Which work situations 

still occupy their 

thoughts after work?
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The burdens of 

veterinary medicine 

have comparatively 

little to do with the 

patients.
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Troublesome

situations

When “suddenly the 6-foot-tall 

man (...) is sitting there 

crying, then you take some of 

that worry and sadness with you 

(...) into your private life.”

For example, when a animal owner 

talks about “the death of her 

son.”

Anonymized quotes from veterinarians from the “Abschied

Leben” project

33

Which work situations still stress you out during your 

personal time?



During home visits, you see “... really sad things 

sometimes, where you can just see that they are living on 

the breadline, there’s nothing in the fridge. There’s 

really nothing in the fridge, and then they have a sick 

animal. And what can you do? [...] Or an 80-year-old 

grandmother who has a cat that is 20. She’s only still on 

this planet because this cat is still there. But the cat is 

terribly ill and no one cares about the grandmother. [...] 

The water has been turned off and the electricity has 

already been cut off, and it’s just terribly sad. Of 

course, you take that home with you and think to yourself, 

‘My God, how awful.’”

Anonymized quotes from veterinarians from the “Abschied

Leben” project
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Troublesome

situations

Which work situations still stress you out during your 

personal time?



Stress and challenges often arise less 

from working with the patients 

themselves and more from situations 

with the animal owners.

“I studied veterinary medicine 

because I didn't want to deal 

with people... that was the 

biggest error of my professional 

life.”

And that‘s challenging. 

For example because of…

Any veterinary ethics must prepare 

students for the following: Veterinary 

medicine always involves/deals with 

people—this is part of the DNA of the 

profession.
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That has always been the case, 

by the way...
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Any veterinary ethics must prepare 

students for the following: Veterinary 

medicine always involves/deals with 

people—this is part of the DNA of the 

profession.



In 1931, the 

veterinarian 

Theodor Kitt 

writes...

The veterinary 
profession and 

its history

Theodor Kitt

37



Theodor Kitt

1931

Theodor Kitt
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The veterinary 
profession and 

its history

“With people from all walks of life, from the 

poorest to the richest, from the roughest 

farmhand to the most educated and highly placed 

man, from the cowgirl to the well-educated 

housewife and further up to the romantic, 

fantastic, hysterical benefactor of her lapdog, 

who entrusts her darling only to the well-

groomed, well-perfumed doctor, the veterinarian 

has to deal with them all.”

In 1931, the 

veterinarian 

Theodor Kitt 

writes...



Ethical considerations can 

function as a constitutive 

starting point for discussions 

within the profession.
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Example: Study involving official veterinarians 

in 

Germany, Austria, and Switzerland.
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The pull is the push: When official 

veterinarians describe why they choose 

this profession, they often describe 

why they no longer wish to work in 

other veterinary sectors.

Motives of Official 

Veterinarians
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Moral challenges of Official 

Veterinarians
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The “idealistic” perspective 

views veterinarians as the 

spearhead of animal welfare, 

suffering because legally 

permitted standards lag 

behind new ethical beliefs 

regarding animals. 

The “provocative” 

interpretation argues that 

professionals enter the field 

with false expectations, 

misjudging the tasks within 

existing structures 

beforehand.

How would you interpret the fact that this type of conflict poses 

the greatest moral challenge for official veterinarians? What 

conclusion would you draw from this?

Laws need to be changed.
The applicant pool needs to 

change.



... one skill seems to 

be underestimated in 

this regard.

In order to perform well as a 

veterinarian in the long term 

and remain satisfied in the job, 

many skills are required...
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“There are some owners who completely drain you 

[...] And I don't let that happen to me anymore. 

When I was young, I used to take every problem 

someone else had home with me [...], and it's 

very, very easy to get burned out very, very 

quickly that way.”

“Then, of course, you also need a certain amount 

of self-care, where you say to yourself, I'm 

accompanying these animals, I'm accompanying the 

people who belong to them, which is sometimes 

almost the more difficult task, without 

overexploiting my own emotions in the process.”

“So I maintain distance [from the cases and 

animal owners] for my own peace of mind, as best 

I can.”

Anonymized quotes from veterinarians from the “Abschied

Leben” project
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Being a veterinarian also 

means, and very 

importantly...

… being able to set 

boundaries.
Emotionally Morally

It takes an inner 

moral compass,

but at the same 

time, you mustn’t 

despair if the goals 

you set yourself 

cannot always be 

fully achieved.
“Pragmatic 

idealism”

You don’t let 

everything get 

to you.
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I hope it has become clear why “ethics 

in veterinary medicine” can be necessary 

and helpful.

46

... and how we understand ethics.



Why (Empirical) 

Veterinary Ethics

47

It’s about the 

desire to better 

understand the 

world around us.

Teaching
Third 

mission
Research

Moral decisions are 

part of the 

profession: The 

findings better 

prepare students 

for their future 

careers.

Improving any 

situation requires 

a prior 

understanding of 

the actual 

challenges 

involved.



… we return to the lecture hall.
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For one last thought…



“Ethics? Do you 

tell us what is 

morally right?”



When we hear the word 

“ethics,” we often think of 

categorical rules.

“That's right! You 

absolutely have to do 

that!”

“That's wrong! 

You mustn't do 

that!”

had a different approach to 

ethics.

Aristotle

50



There are no simple guidelines for 

ethical issues because the situations 

are far too complex and context-

dependent.

Aristotle

Ethics is the honest consideration of what is 

morally right.

And then the attempt to act 

accordingly.

Sometimes it works better, sometimes 

less so.

But you keep trying again and again.

51

This ethical approach is more down-to-

earth and well-suited for a profession 

that has to make complex decisions 

every day.



I hope it has become clear why “ethics 

in veterinary medicine” can be necessary 

and helpful.

52

... and how we understand ethics.

Interested in 

projects and 

publications?

Let’s get in 

contact
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www.vetmeduni.ac.at/en/messerli



Christian Dürnberger

Thank you for your 

attention!

Veterinary 

Ethics
and human-animal 

relation



“I am a veterinarian, 

but…”
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But?



Slide #56

“Create a picture of a veterinarian”



Slide #57

Associations related to “veterinarian”…

… are relatively clear-

cut and strongly 

focused on small animal 

practice and, to a 

lesser extent, on 

livestock practice.

But veterinary medicine is a 

“fragmented profession” that 

operates in many different 

fields.

Example?



Slide #58

Veterinary Work…

… plays a central role in ensuring food 

safety and animal welfare within 

slaughterhouses, yet…

… the profession ‘veterinarian’ is usually 

associated with other contexts; in fact, 

many people don't even know that vets work 

in slaughterhouses.

… even though most people eat meat every 

day, they usually prefer not to know/see 

how it is produced.

… the field of slaughterhouse veterinary 

work remains largely unexplored.

Against this backdrop we started a 

project…



Slide #59

Stigmatization of a Profession? 

An Empirically Informed Ethical Analyses 

of Veterinary Work in Slaughterhouses

Research Project

Field: (Empirical) Veterinary Ethics

Funded by: FWF (P 36759-G)

Duration: Nov. 23 – Oct. 27

… or how we feature it on our scientific 

poster…



Christian Dürnberger
(PI)

Johanna Karg

(PhD)

THIS COULD 

BE

A PICTURE…

… but most people would prefer not 

to see it.

Stigmatization of a Profession? 

An Empirically Informed Ethical Analyses 

of Veterinary Work in Slaughterhouses



The Stigmatized Veterinarian?

Veterinarians at the

slaughterhouse

“… I experienced that a lot when I was 

younger, [laughs] when you talk to a woman 

somewhere, doesn't matter where, get to 

know a woman or something, … and then at 

some point it comes up, you get asked what 

you do for a living. And you say 

'veterinarian'. You can notice the little 

hearts appearing in their eyes—which is a 

great advantage when picking someone up, 

sure [laughs]—but when you follow that up 

with 'I work at a slaughterhouse', that 

world pretty much collapses again, yeah, 

[laughs].”

Studie: Tierärzt:innen am Schlachthof. Projekt: Stigmatization of a profession? (FWF P 36759-

G) Unveröffentliches Material.



The Stigmatized Veterinarian?

Veterinarians at the

slaughterhouse

To the other veterinarians, we're just “the 

dregs of veterinary medicine.”

Studie: Tierärzt:innen am Schlachthof. Projekt: Stigmatization of a profession? (FWF P 36759-

G) Unveröffentliches Material.



Project focuses on…

… challenges, motives, professional 

identity and potential experiences of

stigmatization of veterinarians at 

slaughterhouses.



First publications are out, with more on the way



… we return to the lecture hall.
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For one last thought…



“Ethics? Do you 

tell us what is 

morally right?”



When we hear the word 

“ethics,” we often think of 

categorical rules.

“That's right! You 

absolutely have to do 

that!”

“That's wrong! 

You mustn't do 

that!”

had a different approach to 

ethics.

Aristotle
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There are no simple guidelines for 

ethical issues because the situations 

are far too complex and context-

dependent.

Aristotle

Ethics is the honest consideration of what is 

morally right.

And then the attempt to act 

accordingly.

Sometimes it works better, sometimes 

less so.

But you keep trying again and again.
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This ethical approach is more down-to-

earth and well-suited for a profession 

that has to make complex decisions 

every day.



I hope it has become clear why “ethics 

in veterinary medicine” can be necessary 

and helpful.
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... and how we understand ethics.

Interested in 

projects and 

publications?

Let’s get in 

contact
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www.vetmeduni.ac.at/en/messerli



Christian Dürnberger

Thank you for your 

attention!

Veterinary 

Ethics
and human-animal 

relation
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