The importance of physical health in veterinary

medicine

Keely R. Shine, DVM

Shine Veterinary Services
Metairie, LA 70003

Abstract

Veterinary medicine, while rewarding, is a physically demand-
ing profession. This paper explores the significance of physical
health in veterinarians, drawing parallels between animal and
human well-being. It delves into the challenges veterinarians
face, presents relevant statistics, and proposes preventive mea-
sures and management strategies to ensure the longevity and
effectiveness of veterinary professionals.
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Introduction

The veterinary profession is often celebrated for its unwaver-
ing commitment to animal welfare. However, the well-being of
veterinarians themselves is equally crucial to delivering opti-
mal care. As Lisa Miller aptly noted, “Maintaining healthy vet-
erinarians is key to providing wellness in animals.” This paper
highlights the importance of physical health within veterinary
medicine, addressing the challenges faced, the benefits of good
physical health, and strategies for improvement.

Defining physical health

Physical health refers to a state of well-being that enables indi-
viduals to perform daily activities without excessive fatigue or
discomfort. For veterinarians, this means the ability to handle
physically demanding tasks - such as lifting animals, perform-
ing surgeries, and enduring long hours - while maintaining a
healthy work-life balance.

Challenges faced by veterinarians

Veterinary practice presents a range of physical and emotional
challenges impacting overall well-being. Heavy lifting, which
involves managing animals of varying sizes and weights, can
lead to musculoskeletal strain. Repetitive tasks, including pal-
pation, suturing, and typing, often contribute to overuse in-
juries. Prolonged standing, common during procedures and
consultations, can result in fatigue and discomfort. Shift work,
with its irregular hours, disrupts sleep patterns and increases
stress levels. Additionally, dealing with sick or dying animals
adds emotional stress, further complicating the demands of the
profession. Addressing these challenges is essential for main-
taining both physical health and emotional resilience in veteri-
nary practice.

Physical demands of veterinary medicine

Veterinary medicine requires significant physical exertion and
endurance. Key tasks include lifting and restraining animals,
which demands strength and control, whether managing large
animals like horses or smaller ones that may resist. Surgical
procedures necessitate precision and stamina, as surgeons

often stand for extended periods. Emergency care, involving
heavy lifting and quick decision making, adds to the physical
demands. Laboratory work, which entails long hours of stand-
ing and repetitive tasks, can also contribute to fatigue. Addi-
tionally, assisting with the birthing process for calves is physi-
cally strenuous and potentially risky. Veterinarians frequently
spend time driving, which can lead to musculoskeletal strain if
proper posture is not maintained. These physical demands un-
derscore the need for effective health and ergonomic strategies.

Physical health in veterinary medicine

Good physical health is vital for veterinarians to perform ef-
fectively and efficiently. It enhances their ability to provide
optimal care by increasing stamina, endurance, and overall
capacity for handling demanding tasks. Regular exercise and
stress management are key to preventing burnout and reducing
the emotional toll of the profession. Maintaining good physical
health also contributes to job satisfaction, as healthy veterinar-
ians are more likely to enjoy their work and feel fulfilled. More-
over, a physically fit veterinarian sets a positive example, en-
couraging clients and colleagues to prioritize their own health.

The impact of good physical health

A study by de Oliveira et al. (2018) highlights a positive corre-
lation between physical fitness and job performance among
healthcare professionals, including veterinarians. Physical fit-
ness improves stamina, reduces fatigue, and enhances overall
efficiency in various tasks. It supports precision in surgeries,
effective management of emergencies, and sustained energy
levels. Additionally, good physical health is linked to better cog-
nitive function and emotional stability, essential for managing
the stress inherent in veterinary practice.

Prevention and management strategies

To sustain optimal health, veterinarians should integrate sev-
eral practices into their routine. Prioritizing regular exercise,
such as maintaining a goal of 8,000 steps per day, enhances
overall health and longevity. A balanced diet supports energy
and recovery, while ergonomic practices - such as using proper
equipment and techniques - minimize physical strain. Effec-
tive time management reduces stress and prevents burnout,
and stress management techniques, including mindfulness and
deep breathing, aid in coping with emotional challenges. En-
suring seven or more hours of quality sleep each night supports
both mental and physical health. For chronic pain or other
health issues, seeking professional medical advice is essential
for proper diagnosis and treatment.

118 © COPYRIGHT AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF BOVINE PRACTITIONERS; OPEN ACCESS DISTRIBUTION.  AABP PROCEEDINGS | VOL. 57 | NO. 2 | SEPTEMBER 2024



Additional considerations for specific
tasks

When performing palpation, veterinarians should minimize
arm elevation, keep the scapula depressed and retracted, and
avoid rotating away from the inserted arm. Instead of reaching
for insertion force, stepping or lunging forward is recommend-
ed. For birthing calves, modifying the work environment - such
as using gates or bales - can reduce physical strain. Enhancing
grip strength involves maintaining a bent elbow position to re-
duce stress on the elbow and avoiding direct pulling on calves
or equipment. Maintaining good posture while driving helps
prevent strain on the neck, shoulders, and back, and adjusting
the seat position ensures proper alignment.

Conclusion

The significance of physical health in veterinary medicine is
profound. By prioritizing regular exercise, proper nutrition, ef-
fective stress management, and adequate sleep, veterinarians
can mitigate the risk of injuries, chronic diseases, and mental
health issues. Investing in their own well-being is essential for
ensuring they continue to provide the highest quality care to
their animal patients.
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