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Compassion fatigue (CF) is an important area of concern for 
the mental wellbeing of various caregiver professionals, such 
as nurses, hospice care workers, social workers, veterinarians, 
animal shelter workers, and individuals working with and car-
ing for research animals.10,15,32,38 The term ‘compassion fatigue’ 
refers to a profound state of mental and physical exhaustion 
caused by wanting to help those who are suffering. CF can be 
aggravated by not having adequate time for mental and physi-
cal recuperation, and if not addressed, may lead to a reduced 
ability to empathize and care.7,21,25,35 CF is often discussed in 
conjunction with the term “burnout”. Although burnout and 
CF are considered separate and distinct phenomena, unresolved 
CF may contribute to burnout over time.10,32 Although CF has 
been recognized in the field of laboratory animal science for 
over 2 decades, it remains poorly studied and documented in 
research animal professionals.35

Recent literature suggests that 87% of North American animal 
care professionals (veterinarians and veterinary technicians in 

clinical practice or shelters, and animal control officers) have 
experienced CF at one point or another,15 while an Australian 
study suggested that 48% of research animal technicians are at 
“moderate to high risk for developing feelings of CF”.36 Con-
temporary evidence suggests that CF in nurses and animal care 
professionals may lead to a reduced quality of life and is as-
sociated with loss of empathy, isolation, dissociation, substance 
abuse, physical ailments, trouble sleeping, and feelings of anger 
and sadness.7,10,15,38 CF also has negative implications from an 
institutional and economic standpoint, as it is associated with 
increased absenteeism, higher worker compensation costs, 
employee turnover, greater friction between staff and manage-
ment, and reduced ability of personnel to complete tasks and 
meet deadlines. All of these things may contribute to economic 
losses for the institution and may indirectly jeopardize the 
quality of care provided to research animals.33,34,38 In addition, 
the attitudes of animal care personnel toward the animals in 
their care may directly affect the level of care provided.9,14,19,37 
For example, a positive attitude toward animals is associated 
with wanting to provide better care for those animals.9,14,19,37 In 
contrast, negative attitudes toward animals may lead to nega-
tive human-animal interactions, resulting in reduced quality of 
animal care.14 Because CF may reduce empathy and negatively 
impact an individual’s ability to perform their job, animal wel-
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fare may be diminished if those responsible for animal care and 
wellbeing experience CF.9,19,25

Much of the research about the mental wellbeing of caregivers 
in animal-related professions has focused on euthanasia-related 
stress and on how workers cope and manage occupational 
stress, rather than directly on CF.2,4,12,15,29,31,35 One study sur-
veyed animal shelter employees who performed euthanasia 
regularly, and described common coping mechanisms such as 
venting feelings through talking and crying, altering worker 
emotional attachment to the animals, and coming to terms with 
why euthanasia may be the best option for the animal.4 Another 
study of animal shelter and veterinary staff suggests that coping 
mechanisms used to deal with feelings of CF include interact-
ing with pets, talking to others, and exercise.29 That study also 
suggested that providing training on CF and resiliency may re-
duce feelings of CF.29 Additional support program components 
include making professional help or counseling available, staff 
rotation for difficult roles, and hiring additional people to reduce 
the workload.31 Specific studies about laboratory animal profes-
sionals are lacking, but are necessary given that the laboratory 
animal field likely poses unique challenges regarding CF and 
beneficial coping mechanisms.

The objectives of the current study were to examine: 1) how 
widespread feelings of CF are in research animal professionals 
working in Canada and the US, 2) how personal and work-
related factors may influence CF, 3) coping mechanisms used 
to deal with CF, and 4) perceptions of beneficial factors for a CF 
support program. A cross-sectional anonymous online question-
naire was developed consisting of questions on demographics, 
nature of work, CF and influencing factors, coping mechanisms, 
and CF support programs. Because personality may predispose 
individuals to experience CF,20,22,44 the effects of personnel 
personality on CF and coping mechanisms were explored by in-
cluding the Ten-Item Personality index (TIPI) scale in the study 
questionnaire. The TIPI is an abbreviated and validated version 
of the Big Five Personality Index, which includes extraversion, 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and open-
ness to experiences.13 Furthermore, we surveyed 2 separate 
laboratory animal workplace populations: 1) the general popu-
lation of laboratory animal professionals working in Canada 
and the US, and 2) laboratory animal professionals working at 
a large multinational contract research organization in Canada 
and the US. We predicted that the 2 populations would show 
no difference in feelings of CF or coping mechanisms.

Materials and Methods
Overview and Ethics Approval. A cross-sectional online ques-

tionnaire was created by the research team to gather information 
from laboratory animal professionals in Canada and the US 
about feelings of CF, personal and work-related factors that 
may influence feelings of CF, beneficial coping mechanisms, 
and important factors for a support program. The study was 
approved by the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board 
(REB no. 19-06-017).

Questionnaire Development. The questionnaire was developed 
by the research team, pretested by 2 individuals with knowledge 
of CF issues, and administered using Qualtrics software (Qual-
trics XM Software Company, Provo, UT). The survey consisted of 
4 parts with a total of 30 questions: 8 questions on demographics, 
13 questions on CF, 4 questions on the nature of the individual’s 
work, and 5 questions on solutions and coping mechanisms (Fig-
ure 1, Figure S1). As part of completing the survey, participants 
were provided with the following definition: ‘CF is profound 
emotional and physical exhaustion that lab animal caregivers can 

develop when they are unable to refuel and regenerate because 
of the nature of their work. CF is a normal occurrence and is 
commonly seen across many professions, including individuals 
working with and caring for laboratory animals.’ At the end of the 
survey, participants were given the opportunity to provide feed-
back on the survey and additional ideas for support programs.

Ten-Item Personality Index (TIPI). The TIPI13 was included 
in the questionnaire to assess the influence of personality on 
CF and coping mechanisms. This index had been previously 
validated as a brief and suitable tool for measuring personal-
ity in research where personality is not the main focus.13,27 The 
maximal score for each trait is 14, which strongly indicates that 
a particular trait is present, while the minimal score is 2.

Inclusion Criteria. To participate in the study, individuals 
must be 18 y of age or older and currently working with labora-
tory animals in Canada or the US.

Distribution and Data Collection. The questionnaire was avail-
able online via survey software (Qualtrics, Provo, UT) from July 
30 to August 30, 2019. Participants were recruited using email 
invitations containing information on the study, recruitment 
posters, and a link to the anonymous survey. Email invitations 
for the general population were distributed throughout Canada 
and the US via the Canadian Association for Laboratory Animal 
Science, American Association for Laboratory Animal Science, 
and Canadian Association for Laboratory Animal Medicine 
email listserves. Surveys were administered separately to CRO 
employees through an internal company listserve. In addition, 
snowball sampling was initiated by recipients advertising the 
survey link in their departments and on their social media pages.

Participation was voluntary and anonymous. We gathered 
consent online prior to the start of the questionnaire. Participants 
were free to refuse to answer any questions, and they had the 
option to quit the survey at any time with no consequences.

Data Analysis. Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS 
Statistics 26 (IBM Computer Hardware Company, Armonk, NY) 
software. Specific questions with answers that were partially 
complete or incomplete were not included in analyses.

Descriptive statistics (frequencies and percentages) were 
conducted on personal and work-related demographic infor-
mation, cases of self-reported feelings of CF, questions relating 
to how CF may influence job performance, personal and work-
related factors influencing feelings of CF, coping mechanisms 
currently being used to deal with feelings of CF, and beneficial 
components for a CF support programs.

Independent Mann–Whitney tests were conducted to de-
termine associations between demographic information and 
self-reported feelings of CF. Dependent variables such as age, 
gender, time in the laboratory animal field, current position, 
and time spent in the current position, were compared with 
respondent self-reported feelings of CF (independent variable). 
This analysis was performed separately for each population 
(general and CRO) due to differences in demographic summary 
statistics between the 2 populations.

To calculate the scores for each personality trait from the TIPI 
personality scale, responses from each question were scored or 
reverse scored and then added together according to the TIPI 
scoring formula.13 To determine any effects of personality scores 
on experiencing or coping mechanisms for CF used, a series of 
independent sample t tests were conducted for equality of means 
with Levene test for equality of variances. An independent sam-
ple t test was used to examine differences between scores for 
extraversion, agreeableness, emotional stability, conscientious-
ness, and openness for respondents who responded yes or no to 
experiencing feelings of CF, with CF as the independent variable 



56

Vol 60, No 1
Journal of the American Association for Laboratory Animal Science
January 2021

and personality trait score as the dependent variable. The same 
test was used to compare TIPI personality scores (dependent 
variable) between respondents who reported yes or no to using 
each of the following coping mechanisms (independent variables) 

for dealing with CF: talking to someone, self-care strategies, seek-
ing professional help, getting away from work, physical activity, 
mindfulness practices, owning and caring for pets, religion, 
recreational use of alcohol/drugs/smoking cigarettes, emotional 

Figure 1. Abbreviated version of the compassion fatigue questionnaire used in the study.
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eating, releasing emotions after work, emotionally detaching from 
the job, and seeking further education. Tests were performed 
separately for each population (general and CRO).

Results
Demographic Information. We received a total of 422 survey 

responses, 154 (36%) from the general population and 268 (63%) 
from the CRO (Table 1). The majority of general lab animal 
respondents worked in Canada (101/154, 66%), while most 
CRO participants worked in the US (249/268, 93%). Overall, 
the majority of participants were female (general: 122/154, 79%; 
CRO: 187/268, 70%). A large proportion of general participants 
(96/154, 62%) were between 26 to 45 y old, whereas the CRO 
group was slightly but significantly younger, with most respond-
ents aged between 18 to 35 (159/268, 59%) years old. Half of the 
general respondents (50%, 77/154; Table 2) had worked in the 
laboratory animal field between 0 to 10 y, while the majority of 
CRO participants had worked for 0 to 5 y (145/268, 54%). Most 
of the general population was employed by academic institu-
tions (83/154, 54%). A large portion of the general respondents 
indicated that their current position was animal care (53/154, 
34%) or veterinary support staff (38/154, 25%), while CRO par-
ticipants primarily indicated their current position was animal 
care (67/268, 25%) or technical research staff (80/268, 30%).

The personality trait with the highest average score for each 
population was conscientiousness (general: 12.4, range 5.0 
to 14.0; CRO: 12.2, range 7.0 to 14.0), followed by openness 
(general: 11.0, range 5.0 to 14.0; CRO: 10.9, range 5.0 to 14.0), 
agreeableness (general: 10.8, range 6.0 to 14.0; CRO: 10.4, range 
3.0 to 14.0), emotional stability (general: 9.6, range 5.0 to 14.0; 
CRO: 9.9, range 2.0 to 14.0), and extraversion (general: 8.7, range 
5.0 to 14.0; CRO: 8.4, range 2.0 to 14.0).

Study participants reported working mainly with rodents and 
rabbits (general: 151/154, 98%; CRO: 241/267, 90%) and large ani-
mals (not primates) (general: 61/154, 40%; CRO: 177/267, 66%), 
while CRO respondents also worked with nonhuman primates 
(153/267, 57%). Participants from both groups indicated that they 
found dogs the most difficult species to work with regards to feel-
ings of CF (general: 32/140, 23%; CRO: 64/186, 46%), followed 

by rodents and rabbits (37/140, 26%) for general respondents, 
and nonhuman primates (47/186, 34%) for CRO respondents.

Compassion Fatigue. The majority of respondents from both 
populations reported having experienced CF at some point in 
their career (general: 66%, 101/154; CRO: 69%, 184/268), while 
significantly fewer indicated they never had (general:15%, 
23/154: CRO: 16%, 42/268) or were unsure if they had (general: 
19%, 30/154; CRO: 16%, 42/268). Feelings most commonly 
associated with CF, and experienced by more than 50% of re-
spondents in the general population, were exhaustion (83%), 
apathy (76%), sadness (71%), depression (64%), anxiety (64%), 
frustration (64%), and guilt (60%). The most common feelings 
associated with CF experienced by CRO participants were 
exhaustion (83%), frustration (69%), apathy (68%), sadness 
(62%), depression (57%), and anxiety (51%). In both groups of 
respondents who reported experiencing CF, 51% said that they 
were always or often stressed at work, 68% felt that CF often or 
sometimes led them to feel apathetic toward their job, and 61% 
thought that CF often or sometimes negatively affected their 
ability to do their job (Table 3).

Analyses showed that women were generally more likely to 
self-report having experienced feelings of CF, in comparison to 
men (general: U =868.0, P = 0.005; CRO: U =3040.0, P = 0.0060). 
No other demographic factors tested showed significant find-
ings. Analyses of participant personality and feelings of CF 
showed that higher scores of emotional stability were associated 
with respondents who did not self-report having experienced 
feelings of CF for both the general (t = -4.643, P < 0.001) and 
CRO (t = -4.468, P < 0.001) groups. General respondents who did 
not self-report experiencing feelings of CF had higher scores of 
openness (t = -2.026, P = 0.045) and extraversion (t = -2.419, P = 
0.017) than did those who reported feelings of CF.

Factors Influencing Compassion Fatigue. The top work-related 
factors reported as influencing feelings of CF to an extreme or 
moderate degree, as rated by > 60% of general respondents, were 
feeling understaffed, having good relationships with animals, 
a lack of resources for coping with CF, poor relationships with 
superiors, and lack of training and awareness about CF (Figure 
2). Similarly, CRO respondents reported that feelings of CF were 

Table 1. Demographic summary of survey respondents for both general and CRO laboratory animal professionals (n = 422).

Variable General n (%) CRO n (%)

Total Respondents (n = 422) 154 (37) 268 (64)

Country

Canada 101 (66) 19 (7)
USA 53 (34) 249 (93)

Gender

Female 122 (79) 187 (70)
Male 32 (21) 75 (28)
Prefer not to answer 0 (0) 3 (1)
Other 0 (0) 3 (1)

Age

18–25 16 (10) 72 (27)
26–35 51 (33) 87 (33)
36–45 45 (29) 50 (19)
46–55 29 (19) 36 (13)
56–65 10 (7) 22 (8)

>65 3 (2) 1 (0)
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triggered by feeling understaffed, a lack of resources for coping 
with CF, and having poor relationships with superiors. For gen-
eral respondents, the top personal factors (> 60% of participants) 
considered to significantly or moderately influence feelings of 
CF were poor mental health, poor physical health, and good 
mental health, whereas CRO respondents reported poor mental 
health as being the most influential (Figure 3).

Coping Mechanisms and Support Programs. Both groups used 
similar coping mechanisms for dealing with CF: talking to 
someone (general: 127/154, 82%; CRO: 207/265, 78%; Figure 4), 
getting away from work (general: 108/154, 70%; CRO: 178/265, 
67%), self-care strategies (general: 99/154, 64%; CRO: 148/265, 
56%), physical activity (general: 93/154, 60%; CRO: 121/265, 
46%), and owning/caring for pets (general: 88/154, 57%; CRO: 
148/265, 56%). Coping mechanisms used least by both groups 
were seeking professional help (general: 28/154, 18%; CRO: 
36/265, 14%) and turning to religion (general: 19/154, 12%; 
CRO: 36/265, 14%). In general, respondents indicated that the 
coping mechanisms currently in use were often or sometimes 
effective (general: 82%, 125/152; CRO: 80%, 210/263).

In the general population, participants with high extraversion 
scores were more likely to use talking to someone (t = -2.315, P = 

0.025) and engaging in physical activity (t = -2.286, P = 0.024) as 
coping mechanisms. Participants with higher emotional stabil-
ity scores were more likely to use self-care strategies (t = -3.290,  
P = 0.001), and less likely to use emotional eating (t = 3.703, P < 
0.001) and releasing emotions (that is, crying, yelling; t =3.767, 
P < 0.001) as coping mechanisms. Those with high openness 
scores were more likely to seek further education (t = -2.703, 
P = 0.008) as a coping mechanism for CF, and those with high 
conscientiousness scores were less likely to use emotional eating 
(t = 3.568, P = 0.001) as a coping mechanism.

CRO participants with high agreeableness scores were more 
likely to talk to someone (t = -2.107, P = 0.036), use self-care 
strategies (t = -2.880, P = 0.004), getting away from work (t = 
-2.570, P = 0.011), physical activity (t = -2.194, P = 0.029), and 
seeking further education (t = -2.380, P = 0.018) as coping 
mechanisms, and less likely to use alcohol/drugs/smoking 
(t = 2.362, P = 0.019). Those with high emotional stability 
scores were more likely to use self-care strategies (t = -2.211p 
= 0.028), and less likely to seek professional help (t = 2.993, 
P = 0.003), use alcohol/drugs/smoking (t = 2.253, P = 0.026), 
emotional eating (t = 4.720, P < 0.001), and releasing emotions 
(t = 5.509, P < 0.001) as coping mechanisms. Participants with 

Table 2. Summary of work-related demographic information for the general (n = 154) and CRO (n = 268) respondents (total n = 422).

Variable General n (%) CRO n (%)

Years working in laboratory animal field

0–5 45 (29) 145 (54)
6–10 32 (21) 30 (11)
11–15 28 (18) 28 (11)
16–20 30 (20) 30 (11)

>20 12 (12) 35 (13)

Type of organization worked for

Academic 83 (54) 0 (0)
Hospital 24 (16) 0 (0)
Government 17 (11) 1 (0)
Contract research 6 (4) 202 (75)
Industry 8 (5) 46 (17)
Not-for-profit 9 (6) 0 (0)
Prefer not to answer 1 (1) 6 (2)
Other 6 (4) 11 (4)
Did not answer 0 (0) 2 (1)

Current Position

General animal care staff 53 (34) 67 (25)
Veterinary support 38 (25) 17 (6)
Veterinarian 27 (18) 27 (10)
Research staff 16 (10) 80 (30)
Study director 0 (0) 11 (4)
Necropsy technician/supervisor 1 (1) 29 (11)
Pathologist 1 (1) 1 (0)
Other 18 (12) 36 (13)

Years spent in current position

0–5 77 (50.0) 196 (73.1)
6–10 41 (26.6) 24 (9.0)
11–15 21 (13.6) 20 (7.5)
16–20 7 (4.6) 13 (4.9)

>20 8 (5.2) 15 (5.6)
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high openness scores were more likely to use self-care strate-
gies (t = -2.631, P = 0.009), seek professional help (t = -2.324, 
P = 0.024), use physical activity (t = -3.709, P < 0.001), and seek 
further education (t = -4.923, P < 0.001) as coping mechanisms. 
Those with high extraversion scores were more likely to use 
alcohol/drugs/smoking (t = -2.211, P = 0.028) as a coping 
mechanism for dealing with feelings of CF.

When asked about CF programs at their current workplace, 
few respondents (general: 22%, 34/154; CRO: 18%, 49/268) 
indicated they had an institutional CF program. Of those 
respondents with CF programs, 32% and 18% felt that their 
facility program was always or often helpful to them from the 
general and CRO respondents, respectively. In addition, 29% 
(45/154) of the general population and 12% (33/268) of CRO 
respondents reported having ever received self-care or resiliency 
building training.

The top-ranked beneficial physical factors for a CF support 
program were monetary reimbursement for physical activi-
ties (general: 28%, CRO: 35%), followed by place and time to 
exercise at work (general: 30%, CRO: 27%), and activity groups 
at work (general: 29%, CRO: 22%). The top-ranked beneficial 
mental and emotional factors for a CF support program were 
having a quiet place to reflect (general: 38%; CRO: 35%), fol-
lowed by self-care training (general: 21%, CRO: 22%) and 
having a therapist on site (general: 14%, CRO: 18%). The 
top-rated social factors for a CF support program by general 
respondents were having peer support groups at work (26%), 
followed by building and strengthening relationships with 
coworkers (19%), and lunch time activities (18%). In contrast, 
CRO respondents indicated recreational activities outside 
of work (25%) as most beneficial, followed by lunchtime ac-
tivities (20%), and support groups at work (19%). Finally, the 
top-ranked work management factors by general participants 
were rehoming animals instead of euthanizing (25%) as the 
most beneficial, followed by paid leave from work (20%) and 
enforcing strict workday hours (18%). The majority of CRO 
participants ranked paid leave from work (30%) as the most 

beneficial component, followed by rehoming animals (20%) 
and enforcing strict workday hours (17%).

Discussion
The results of this study indicate that CF is a prevalent issue 

among North American laboratory animal professionals, with 
2 thirds of individuals experiencing it at some point in their 
career, regardless of where they work. This number is lower than 
those found by others, who estimated that 87% of animal care 
professionals (those working in veterinary clinics and animal 
shelters) in the US experience CF,15 but higher than another 
study in which 48% of Australian research animal technicians 
surveyed reported moderate to high risk for developing feel-
ings of CF.36 CF may have been under-reported in our study, 
due to social desirability bias and stigma around mental health 
issues.5,6 However, CF may be transient in those with good resil-
iency and self-care skills, so numbers will likely vary somewhat 
between different research participants. For example, in nurses, 
in which CF has been well studied, prevalence of CF ranges 
from 0 to 86% depending on the department and country in 
which the research was performed.16,23,40 In our study, women 
were more likely to self-report feelings of CF than were men. 
This finding is consistent with gender bias in graduates from 
veterinary professional programs.26

As predicted, no major differences were detected in the 
responses of the general population and contract research 
organization participants to the survey questions. However, 
some demographic differences were detected between the 
populations. The majority of CRO participants were younger 
and worked in the US compared with the majority of general 
population participants who were older and worked in Canada. 
Although the 2 populations were not formally compared statisti-
cally, general trends in the data were the same for the 2 groups.

Overall, 30% of respondents reported uncertainty about expe-
riencing CF, suggesting a lack of understanding of the condition 
and highlighting the need for improved CF education in the 

Table 3. Summary of responses for compassion fatigue feelings in the workplace, populations combined.

Question How often do you feel:
Experienced  

Compassion Fatigue Always (%) Often (%) Sometimes (%) Rarely (%) Never (%) n

Compassion fatigue negatively affects 
your ability to do your job

Yes 1.1 13.0 48.1 31.2 6.7 285

No/Unsure 0.0 2.9 21.2 42.3 33.6 137

Compassion fatigue has led you to feel 
apathetic toward your job

Yes 2.8 22.5 45.3 23.9 5.6 285

No/Unsure 0.7 6.6 22.6 40.1 29.9 137

Stressed at work Yes 8.8 41.8 39.3 9.8 0.4 285

No/Unsure 4.4 21.2 47.4 24.1 2.9 137

Comfortable discussing your feelings  
at work

Yes 7.4 20.8 40.1 22.9 8.8 285

No/Unsure 8.0 25.5 34.3 23.4 8.8 137

Comfortable discussing concerns  
regarding your work or animals in your 
care with your superiors

Yes 18.2 28.4 29.1 17.2 7.0 285

No/Unsure 23.4 30.7 25.5 17.5 2.9 137

There is good communication between 
you and your superiors

Yes 11.6 36.8 33.0 16.8 1.8 285

No/Unsure 22.6 36.5 27.7 10.2 2.9 137

Your workplace encourages employees 
to balance professional life with your 
personal life

Yes 9.1 26.3 34.7 22.5 7.4 285

No/Unsure 17.5 35.8 26.3 17.5 2.9 137

You blame yourself for the suffering of  
an animal or group of animals in your 
care

Yes 4.9 10.9 34.4 34.7 15.1 285

No/Unsure 0.7 11.0 25.7 36.0 26.5 136

You alone are responsible for the  
wellbeing of an animal or groups of  
animals in your care

Yes 12.3 25.7 26.1 25.7 10.2 284

No/Unsure 6.6 19.0 23.4 26.3 24.8 137
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workplace. Self-recognition and recognition in others is impor-
tant to ensure individuals can take action to prevent and manage 
feelings of CF. Feelings most commonly associated with CF were 
exhaustion, apathy, sadness, depression, anxiety, frustration, and 
guilt, similar to those established by other studies.2 Our results 
show that higher scores of emotional stability, openness, and 
extraversion were associated with respondents who reported not 
having experienced CF. Other work also suggests that openness 
and conscientiousness personality traits are associated with com-
passion satisfaction, which are feelings of pleasure derived from 
doing caregiving work.44 To the best of our knowledge, no other 
attempts have been made to examine the effects of personality on 
CF among those working in other animal caregiving professions.

In terms of beneficial factors for a CF support program, incor-
porating physical activity at work was one of the top components 
chosen by respondents. This finding is important, given that 
exercise has been shown to improve overall mental and physical 
wellbeing.11,41 A recent study also suggests that added physical and 
psychosocial benefits arise when exercising with coworkers.17 A 
laboratory animal facility in Sweden has had positive feedback on 

a program that permits employees one paid hour each week for 
exercise, reflection or another activity of their choice that helps with 
their mental wellbeing.18 This facility also reimburses personnel 
for the cost of a fitness membership.18 Another beneficial factor 
highlighted by respondents was the availability of self-care train-
ing through work and peer support groups to share feelings and 
stories. Although empirical evidence on the subject is lacking, peer 
support groups have shown some promise in helping with addic-
tion and mental health, given that a supportive social environment 
may be important for recovery and healing.8,39 Other evidence 
indicates that robust self-care strategies may be beneficial in both 
preventing and combatting feelings of CF.1,29 Although self-care 
is a personal practice in which each individual has to discover 
what works best for them, practicing good self-care needs include 
finding a balance between work and personal life and setting firm 
boundaries between work and home life.24 Although every facil-
ity and team is unique, these results provide a starting point for 
developing and implementing institutional CF support programs.

Few respondents indicated that their workplace had a CF 
support program in place, with even fewer reporting that the 

Figure 2. Percentage rankings of work-related factors influencing feelings of compassion fatigue for the general (A) and CRO (B) respondents 
(general: n = 154, CRO: n = 268; n = 422).
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program was helpful for relieving feelings of CF. However, 
respondents were potentially not aware that they had access 
to support programs through their place of employment. In 
this case, employers must place more effort in making em-
ployees aware of support programs, and employees should 
explore and use resources offered by their workplace. Because 
the majority of participants reported having experienced 
feelings of CF at some time in their career, all workplaces 
should establish a support program and ensure that staff 
are aware of it. Introduction of a CF support program may 
also be important for creating a culture of care in the work 
environment. Creating a supportive community of laboratory 
animal professionals will allow open communication, trust, 
and a shared responsibility for promoting good mental health 
among members.3,30,42

Most respondents that reported feelings of CF also reported 
that CF sometimes negatively affected their ability to do their 
job and that CF sometimes or often led them to feel apathetic 
toward their work. Those who reported feelings of CF also 
reported feeling stressed at work more often. Not only does 
this negatively affect employee wellbeing but may also lead to 
reduced quality of animal care. Research in the nursing profes-
sion suggests that CF negatively influences patient care among 
nurses, and this could also occur in laboratory animal profes-
sionals.34,43 In addition, animal care professional’s attitudes 
toward the animals in their care may negatively influence the 
level of care that animals receive and therefore, may reduce 
welfare for laboratory animals.9,14,19,37

Study limitations include a small sample size. Thus, the 
sample may not be representative of attitudes of all laboratory 

Figure 3. Percentage rankings of personal factors influencing feelings of compassion fatigue for the general (A) and CRO (B) respondents (gen-
eral: n = 154, CRO: n = 268; n = 422).
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animal professionals across Canada and the US However, the 
sample was widespread and diverse, reflecting a considerable 
number of industry and non-industry professionals. Another 
potential limitation was our decision to not use a standard-
ized quality of life scale, such as the Professional Quality of 
Life measure (ProQOL).28 Instead, the prevalence of CF was 
assessed by asking participants to self-report their experi-
ences. We used this method to keep the survey short and to 
improve the response rate. We also explored other important 
questions, such as desirable factors in a support program. We 
also investigated the perceptions of participants and whether 
they believed they had ever experienced feelings of CF at any 
point in their lives. Because the ProQOL survey is designed for 
professionals working with other people, modification would 
have been necessary for its use with laboratory animal profes-
sionals and would only allow the assessment of CF at the time 
of survey completion. Participants were given a definition of CF 
before they responded to any questions relating to CF; however, 
participants may have confused CF with burnout or secondary 
trauma, resulting in nondifferential misclassification bias. Thus, 
our estimates of CF may reflect a combination of respondent 
feelings of CF, burnout, and secondary trauma.

Future studies could explore how CF changes laboratory 
animal professionals’ perspectives of animals in their care. 
Given the abundance of research on euthanasia stress, another 
interesting study would be to focus future research on examin-
ing euthanasia stress in laboratory animal care professionals and 
to determine how it compares to CF. Another important area 
to assess is the impact of CF programs in the workplace as this 
area of employee support matures.

In conclusion, CF is widely experienced by laboratory animal 
professionals working in Canada and the US, based on self-re-
porting. While some individuals have developed helpful self-care 
strategies to cope with feelings, many indicate that they would 
appreciate receiving more support for dealing with CF from 

their workplace. This information may be useful as institutions 
develop internal CF and resiliency building support programs.

Supplementary Material
Figure S1. Compassion fatigue questionnaire for study.

Acknowledgments
The authors thank the Canadian Association for Laboratory Animal 

Science, the Canadian Association for Laboratory Animal Medicine, and 
Charly McKenna for distribution of the survey to CALAS/ACSAL and 
CALAM/ACMAL members and others, and Judy Murray for input on 
the draft questionnaire and distribution of the final survey within the 
CRO. We would also like to thank Michelle Edwards for assistance with 
statistical analysis and Lee Niel for review comments.

References
	 1.	Alkema K, Linton JM, Davies R. 2008. A study of the relationship 

between self-care, compassion satisfaction, compassion fatigue, 
and burnout among hospice professionals. J Soc Work End Life Pal-
liat Care 4:101–119. https://doi.org/10.1080/15524250802353934.

	 2.	Anderson KA, Brandt JC, Lord LK, Miles EA. 2015. Euthanasia 
in animal shelters: Management’s perspective on staff reactions 
and support programs. Anthrozoos 26:569–578. https://doi.org/
10.2752/175303713X13795775536057.

	 3.	Awdish RLA. 2017. A view from the edge— creating a culture of car-
ing. N Engl J Med 376:7–9. https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp1614078.

	 4.	Baran BE, Allen JA, Rogelberg SG, Spitzmuller C, DiGiacomo 
NA, Webb JB, Carter NT, Clark OL, Teeter LA, Walker AG. 
2009. Euthanasia-related strain and coping strategies in animal 
shelter employees. J Am Vet Med Assoc 235:83–88. https://doi.
org/10.2460/javma.235.1.83.

	 5.	Bernardi R. 2006. Associations between Hofstede’s cultural con-
structs and social desirability response bias. J Bus Ethics 65:43–53. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-005-5353-0

	 6.	Bernardi RA, Guptill ST. 2008. Social desirability response bias, 
gender, and factors influencing organizations commitment: An 
international study. J Bus Ethics 81:797–809.

Figure 4. Percentage rankings of coping mechanisms for compassion fatigue for the general (A) and CRO (B) respondents (general: n = 154, CRO: 
n = 268; n = 422). Participants were asked to select all that apply.



63

Compassion fatigue and coping mechanisms in laboratory animal professionals

	 7.	Brannick EM, DeWilde CA, Frey E, Gluckman TL, Keen JL, 
Larsen MR, Mont SL, Rosenbaum MD, Stafford JR, Helke KL. 
2015. Taking stock and making strides toward wellness in the 
veterinary workplace. J Am Vet Med Assoc 247:739–742. https://
doi.org/10.2460/javma.247.7.739.

	 8.	Castelein S, Bruggeman R, Davidson L, van der Gaag M. 2015. 
Creating a supportive environment: Peer support groups for 
psychotic disorders. Schizophr Bull 41:1211–1213. https://doi.
org/10.1093/schbul/sbv113.

	 9.	Chang FT, Hart LA. 2002. Human-animal bonds in the laboratory: 
How animal behavior affects the perspectives of caregivers. ILAR 
J 43:10–18. https://doi.org/10.1093/ilar.43.1.10.

	 10.	Cohen SP. 2007. Compassion fatigue and the veterinary health 
team. Vet Clin North Am Small Anim Pract 37:123–134. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.cvsm.2006.09.006.

	 11.	Craft LL, Perna FM. 2004. The benefits of exercise for the clinically 
depressed. Prim Care Companion J Clin Psychiatry 6:104–113.

	 12.	Figley CR, Roop RG. 2006. Compassion fatigue in the animal care 
community. Washington (DC): Humane Society Press.

	 13.	Gosling SD, Rentfrow PJ, Swann WB Jr. 2003. A very brief meas-
ure of the big-five personality domains. J Res Pers 37:504–528. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0092-6566(03)00046-1.

	 14.	Hemsworth PH. 2003. Human-animal interactions in livestock 
production. Appl Anim Behav Sci 81:185–198. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S0168-1591(02)00280-0.

	 15.	Hill EM, Lalonde CM, Reese LA. 2020. Compassion fatigue in 
animal care workers. Traumatology (Tallahass Fla) 26:96–108. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000218.

	 16.	Hooper C, Craig J, Janvrin DR, Wetsel MA, Reimels E. 2010. 
Compassion satisfaction, burnout, and compassion fatigue among 
emergency nurses compared with nurses in other selected inpatient 
specialties. J Emerg Nurs 36:420–427. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jen.2009.11.027.

	 17.	 Jakobsen MD, Sundstrup E, Brandt M, Andersen LL. 2017. 
Psychosocial benefits of workplace physical exercise: Cluster 
randomized controlled trial. BMC Public Health 17:1–8. https://
doi.org/10.1186/s12889-017-4728-3.

	 18.	Kelly H. 2015. Overcoming compassion fatigue in the biomedical 
lab. ALN:1-8.

	 19.	LaFollette MR, Cloutier S, Brady C, Gaskill BN, O’Haire ME. 
2019. Laboratory animal welfare and human attitudes: A cross-
sectional survey on heterospecific play or “rat tickling”. PLoS One 
14:1–17. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0220580.

	 20.	Lakin BL, Leon SC, Miller SA. 2008. Predictors of burnout in 
children’s residential treatment center staff. Resid Treat Child 
Youth 25:249–270. https://doi.org/10.1080/08865710802429697.

	 21.	Lee E, Dougherty J, Eskierka K, Hamelin K. 2018. Compassion 
fatigue and burnout, one institution’s interventions. J Perianesth 
Nurs 34:767–773. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jopan.2018.11.003.

	 22.	Leon SC, Visscher L, Sugimura N, Lakin BL. 2008. Person-job 
match among the frontline staff working in residential treatment 
centers: The impact of personality and child psychopathology on 
burnout experiences. Am J Orthopsychiatry 72:240–248. https://
doi.org/10.1037/a0013946.

	 23.	Mangoulia P, Koukia E, Alevizopoulos G, Fildissis G, Katostaras 
T. 2015. Prevalence of secondary traumatic stress among psychi-
atric nurses in Greece. Arch Psychiatr Nurs 29:333–338. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.apnu.2015.06.001.

	 24.	Mills J, Wand T, Fraser JA. 2018. Exploring the meaning and 
practice of self-care among palliative care nurses and doctors: 
a qualitative study. BMC Palliat Care 17:1–12. https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12904-018-0318-0.

	 25.	Newsome JT, Clemmons EA, Fitzhugh DC, Gluckman TL, 
Creamer-Hente MA, Tambrallo LJ, Wilder-Kofie T. 2019. Com-
passion fatigue, euthanasia stress, and their management in 
laboratory animal research. J Am Assoc Lab Anim Sci 58:289–292. 
https://doi.org/10.30802/AALAS-JAALAS-18-000092.

	 26.	Norkus CL, Liss DJ, Leighton LS. 2016. Characteristics of the labor 
market for veterinary technician specialists in 2013. J Am Vet Med 
Assoc 248:105–109. https://doi.org/10.2460/javma.248.1.105.

	 27.	Nunes A, Limpo T, Lima CF, Castro SL. 2018. Short scales for the 
assessment of personality traits: Development and validation of the 
Portuguese Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI). Front Psychol 
9:1–5. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00461.

	 28.	Professional Quality of Life (ProQOL). [Internet]. 2019. [Cited 6 
April 2020]. Available at: https://www.proqol.org.

	 29.	Rank MG, Zaparanick TL, Gentry JE. 2009. Nonhuman-animal 
care compassion fatigue: Training as treatment. Best Practices Ment 
Health 5:40–61.

	 30.	Robinson S, Sparrow S, Williams B, Decelle T, Bertelsen T, Reid 
K, Chlebus M. 2019. The European federation of the pharmaceuti-
cal industry and associations’ research and animal welfare group: 
Assessing and benchmarking ‘culture of care’ in the context of 
using animals for scientific purposes. Lab Anim epub ahead of 
print. Forthcoming. https://doi.org/10.1177/0023677219887998.

	 31.	Rogelberg SG, DiGiacomo N, Reeve CL, Spitzmüller C, Clark 
OL, Teeter L, Walker AG, Carter NT, Starling PG. 2007. What 
shelters can do about euthanasia-related stress: An examination of 
recommendations from those on the front line. J Appl Anim Welf 
Sci 10:331–347. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888700701353865.

	 32.	Rohlf VI. 2018. Interventions for occupational stress and compas-
sion fatigue in animal care professionals —A systematic review. 
Traumatology 24:186–192. https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000144.

	 33.	Roney LN, Acri MC. 2018. The cost of caring: An exploration of 
compassion fatigue, compassion satisfaction, and job satisfac-
tion in pediatric nurses. J Pediatr Nurs 40:74–80. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.pedn.2018.01.016.

	 34.	Russell K. 2016. Perceptions of burnout, its prevention, and its 
effect on patient care as described by oncology nurses in the 
hospital setting. Oncol Nurs Forum 43:103–109. https://doi.
org/10.1188/16.ONF.103-109.

	 35.	Scotney RL, McLaughlin D, Keates HL. 2015. A systematic review 
of the effects of euthanasia and occupational stress in personnel 
working with animals in animal shelters, veterinary clinics, and 
biomedical research facilities. J Am Vet Med Assoc 247:1121–1130. 
https://doi.org/10.2460/javma.247.10.1121.

	 36.	Scotney RL, McLaughlin D, Keates HL. 2019. An investigation of 
the prevalence of compassion fatigue, compassion satisfaction and 
burnout in those working in animal-related occupations using the 
Professional Quality of Life (ProQoL) Scale. The veterinary nurse 
10:276–284. https://doi.org/10.12968/vetn.2019.10.5.276.

	 37.	Serpell JA. 2004. Factors influencing human attitudes to animals 
and their welfare. Anim Welf 13:145–151.

	 38.	Showalter SE. 2010. Compassion fatigue: What is it? Why does it 
matter? Recognizing the symptoms, acknowledging the impact, 
developing the tools to prevent compassion fatigue, and strengthen 
the professional already suffering from the effects. Am J Hosp Pal-
liat Care 27:239–242. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049909109354096.

	 39.	Tracy K, Wallace SP. 2016. Benefits of peer support groups in the 
treatment of addiction. Subst Abuse Rehabil 7:143–154. https://
doi.org/10.2147/SAR.S81535.

	 40.	van Mol MMC, Kompanje EJO, Benoit DD, Bakker J, Nijkamp 
MD. 2015. The prevalence of compassion fatigue and burnout among 
healthcare professionals in intensive care units: A systematic review. 
PLoS One 10:1–22. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0136955.

	 41.	Warburton DER, Nicol CW, Bredin SSD. 2006. Health benefits 
of physical activity: the evidence. CMAJ 174:801–809. https://doi.
org/10.1503/cmaj.051351.

	 42.	Wood SD, Candeland JL, Dinning A, Dow S, Hunkin H, McHale 
S, McNeill G, Taylor N. 2015. Our approach to changing the culture 
of caring for the acutely unwell patient at a large UK teaching hos-
pital: A service improvement focus on early warning scoring tools. 
Intensive Crit Care Nurs 31:106–115. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
iccn.2014.11.006.

	 43.	Wright TA, Bonett D. 1997. The contribution of burnout to work 
performance. J Organ Behav 18:491–499.

	 44.	Yu H, Jiang A, Shen J. 2016. Prevalence and predictors of com-
passion fatigue, burnout and compassion satisfaction among 
oncology nurses: A cross-sectional survey. Int J Nurs Stud 57:28–38. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2016.01.012.




