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ABSTRACT: The ability to reflect upon an event allows the individual to consider
their actions and consequences. The use of a model of reflection can help guide
the individual through a structured process of contemplation. Difficult decisions
and dilemmas are something that the veterinary profession deal with on a daily
basis. The ability to reflect is a skill that can be implemented throughout the
individual's professional life. Professional practice, legal implications and ethical
considerations were evaluated and considered concerning a critical incident.

Introduction

A critical incident is one such event that
causes us to ponder over our actions. It

is an event that we spend a lot of time
analysing and wondering if we could
have done things differently. Reflection
of a critical incident can be a positive or a
negative experience. The use of reflective
processes is applied subconsciously, but
the ability to structure this thought pro-
cess allows a new insight for development
(Elliott, 2004).

Many frameworks of reflective have

been devised. Their purpose is to allow
the individual to analyse their actions
critically. These frameworks follow similar
structures. John’s model of structured
reflection revolves around five key

points: description of the experience,
reflection, influencing factors, evalua-
tion and learning. This framework helps
guide the individual to reflect upon their
actions and learn from their experiences.
Reflective models are commonly used

in medical education. Their use allows
medical professionals to consider the care
they provide and to enable professional
development (Branch, 2005).

Veterinary nurses are now striving
towards professional status and regula-
tion of the profession requires the ability
to reflect and be accountable for one’s
own actions. The introduction of the
Veterinary Nurse register in 2007 marked
an important development for the profes-
sion, as did the introduction of the Guide
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to Professional Conduct in 2010 (Pullen,
Wright, & Cooper, 2011). Veterinary nurs-
ing is evolving and the need to be aware
of ethical, professional and legal issues is
essential (Pullen, 2006).

Critical incident

A young female pregnant cat was admit-
ted for a neuter surgery. The operation
was discussed previously between the
veterinary surgeon and the owner at a
pre-operative consultation and it was
decided to go ahead with the surgery as
this was not her first litter. The owners
did not want their cat to have any more
kittens. It was uncertain how many weeks
pregnant the cat was but obvious that she
was in the later stages. The surgery was
uncomplicated, but it was soon evident
that the cat was imminently due to give
birth. On removal of the uterus, it was
obvious that the kittens were moving,
breathing and in obvious distress. A snap
decision was quickly made by the nurses
to remove them from the uterus instead
of euthanising them. The surgery had
become a caesarean. On completion of
the surgery and now with live kittens, the
veterinary surgeon called the owner. After
discussing what had happened with the
owner they decided they did not want
the kittens as their wishes had been to
euthanise them. The owner was made
aware that the cat was further along in
her pregnancy than originally thought.
The cat went home that evening and the
kittens went to a rescue centre to be hand-
reared and rehomed.
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Professional practice

Veterinary surgeons are regulated by

the Veterinary Surgeons Act, 1966. This
act is governed by the Royal College of
Veterinary Surgeons. Under this act,
veterinary nurses must be accustomed
with and work within the boundaries

of Schedule 3 of the act (Pullen et al.,
2011). In addition to the Veterinary
Surgeons Act, 1966, veterinary surgeons
must adhere to the Guide to Professional
Conduct. The guide supports the veteri-
nary surgeon by setting out professional
responsibilities. The animal’s health and
welfare is the primary focus. Veterinary
surgeons and nurses maintain five prin-
ciples: professional competence, honesty
and integrity, independence and impar-
tiality, client confidentiality and trust and
professional accountability. On admission
and registration to the RCVS every veter-
inary surgeon and nurse makes a declara-
tion in order to practice (Royal College of
Veterinary Surgeons, 2012).

‘I PROMISE AND SOLEMNLY
DECLARE that I will pursue the work
of my profession with integrity and
accept my responsibilities to the pub-
lic, my clients, the profession and the
Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons,
and that, ABOVE ALL, my constant
endeavor will be to ensure the health
and welfare of animals committed to
my care”” (Royal College of Veterinary
Surgeons, 2012).

The introduction of the Veterinary

Nurse Register in 2007 and the Guide to
Professional Conduct in 2010 enables vet-
erinary nurses to be accountable for their
actions. Veterinary nursing as a profession
is developing and the need for regulation
is essential (Pullen et al., 2011). Veterinary
nursing is striving to be a profession in

its own right (Royal College of Veterinary
Surgeons, 2012). Veterinary nurses need
to be aware of the legal, professional and
ethical consequences of any decisions they
make (Orpet & Welsh, 2011). Veterinary
nurses are now able to face discipli-

nary action should the RCVS deem any
professional misconduct. The RCVS is
able to suspend or permanently remove a
nurse from its register if necessary (Royal
College of Veterinary Surgeons, 2010).

The veterinary nurse Guide to
Professional Conduct highlights that
nurses are unable to practice inde-
pendently of the veterinary surgeon
(Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons,
2010). The incident in question argues
that the nurses made the decision without
consultation with the veterinary surgeon,
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and as they removed the kittens from

the uterus itself potentially preformed an
act of veterinary surgery; although the
uterus was no longer part of the abdomen
itself. The Veterinary Surgeons Act, 1966
states that euthanasia of an animal is not
classed as an act of veterinary surgery.
Therefore, the unqualified person can
carry out euthanasia provided it is done
humanly. However, with the exception of
the RSPCA inspectors, pentobarbitone is
only available in veterinary practice. The
RCVS states that veterinary surgeons are
not obliged to euthanise a healthy animal
(Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons,
2012).

The veterinary surgeon and nurses have

a responsibility to protect animals under
their care. The Guide to Professional
Conduct has 10 guiding principles (Royal
College of Veterinary Surgeons, 2010).
The first states that the animal’s welfare is
the primary consideration, but does this
include animals that have not yet been
born? The Guide to Professional Conduct
also requires veterinary surgeons and
nurses to respect the views of the client,
who in this case wanted euthanasia of
the unborn kittens. The owner’s wishes
were not taken into consideration and
the responsibility to the client was not
fulfilled.

Communication between the veterinary
surgeon and nurses was also compro-
mised as the issue was not addressed
with the veterinary surgeon. The Guide
to Professional Conduct states that a
veterinary nurse must liaise with the
veterinary surgeon regarding care of an
animal. The veterinary surgeon was also
put in an awkward position as the owners
needed to be made aware of the situation.
It is important to be as honest with the
client as possible; however, the Guide to
Professional Conduct states that when
things go wrong, nurses should be pre-
pared to explain and justify their actions
to colleagues and clients themselves
(Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons,
2010). In this case professional miscon-
duct was not deemed necessary. As the
surgery had not quite gone as planned,
the situation was reported to the practice
principal in case of a complaint.

Legal implications
Veterinary nurses are accountable to the
RCVS, their employer and to the law for
their actions. Veterinary nurses need to
be aware of the criminal and civil law
relating to veterinary matters. Criminal
law maintains law and order and defends
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the public, whereas civil law relates to the
individual and their rights (Pullen et al.,
2011).

The Veterinary Surgeons Act, 1966 reg-
ulated by the RCVS governs the profes-
sion. The act states that only veterinary
surgeons are able to diagnose, prescribe,
advise on the basis of a diagnosis and
perform surgery on animals. The act
requires registration of practicing veteri-
nary surgeons (Hockey, 2006). Members
of the RCVS are required to continue their
professional education and to maintain
professional conduct (Royal College of
Veterinary Surgeons, 2012). The act states
that no veterinary surgeon must prac-
tice unless registered. The act has had
various amendments, the most recent
being the 2002 amendment to Schedule 3
procedures relating to veterinary nurs-
ing (Hockey, 2006). The Animal Welfare
Act, 2006 updated the 1911 Protection of
Animals Act, which had become outdated.
The 2006 version introduced a duty of
care for pet owners, making them respon-
sible for the welfare of their animals
(Pullen et al., 2011).

The five freedoms are used as a basis to
determine if an animal’s needs and welfare
are being met. These are: freedom from
hunger or thirst by ready access to fresh
water and a diet to maintain full health
and vigor; freedom from discomfort by
providing an appropriate environment
including shelter and a comfortable
resting area; freedom from pain, injury or
disease by prevention or rapid diagnosis
and treatment; freedom to express normal
behaviour by providing sufficient space,
proper facilities and company of the
animal’s own kind; and freedom from fear
and distress by ensuring conditions and
treatment which avoid mental suffer-

ing (Royal Society for the Protection of
Cruelty to Animals, 2012).

1991 saw the development of Schedule 3
of the Veterinary Surgeons Act, 1966. This
amendment of the act allowed veterinary
nurses to administer medical treatment
or conduct minor surgery (not entering
into a body cavity) under the supervi-
sion of the veterinary surgeon. 2002 saw
Schedule 3 amended further to allow
RCVS-enrolled student veterinary nurses
to carry out the same tasks under supervi-
sion (Pullen et al., 2011).

Consent is given by the owner and is a
formal agreement for medical or surgi-
cal treatment. In this case, the client has
granted informed consent as they had
previously discussed their options with
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the veterinary surgeon prior to surgery.
In order to grant informed consent the
owner must be fully aware of the facts
and consequences and make an informed
decision based upon the information
given (Pullen et al., 2011).

A consent form is a legally binding doc-
ument. Veterinary surgeons are bound

by contract law as well as tort law (Dye,
2006). Both are classed as civil law. Civil
law relates to the individual, in terms of
personal loss or a failure to fulfil obliga-
tions. A contract between two parties is an
agreement made for the services offered.
Tort law is classed as a “wrong”, which in
this case concerns the owner’s possessions
(Gray & Wilson, 2006). As the surgery did
not go as planned and the kittens were
not euthanised, in terms of the contract
agreed between the client and the veter-
inary surgeon a breach of contract has
been made. A breach of contract is gen-
erated when one party does not fulfil the
contractual duty (Martin & Law, 2009).
However, even though the kittens were
not euthanised, the cat was still neutered
as consented. As the client is paying for

a service that has not been completely
tulfilled, they may require some form of
compensation.

However, the Guide to Professional
Conduct states that the veterinary surgeon
or nurse is able to act without client con-
sent in the interests of the animal when
the client’s wishes conflict with the ani-
mal’s welfare. However, the act also states
that the owner has a freedom of choice
and this should be respected even when
faced with difficult decisions. Veterinary
professionals have a duty of care as well
as a responsibility to both patients and
clients. However, there is no legal duty
of care to the animal, this is to the client
(Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons,
2012).

Ethical considerations

We are faced with ethical dilemmas and
decisions on a daily based. Many factors
influence our choices, such as religious
beliefs and education. What is a wrong or
right decision and what are the conse-
quences of our choices? There are various
ethical schools of thought. Deontology is
classed as non-consequentialist theory.
Deontologists believe that the right thing
should be done whatever the conse-
quences. Utilitarians, on the other hand,
believe in consequentialism, hence seeing
the consequences of their actions and
working towards the greater good (Pullen

etal., 2011). Having applied these theories
to the case involved, it could be consid-
ered that if the nurses were deontologists,
as it would appear they were, the kittens
were not euthanised. However, if they
had considered the consequences as a
utilitarian would have, the kittens would
certainly have been euthanised.

Neutering of pregnant animals always
causes moral dilemmas. What one

person believes is right, another may
believe is wrong (Pullen et al., 2011).

The pressure of charities to cope with

the number of unwanted or abandoned
animals has increased as well as over-
population of the cat population. Finding
homes for the kittens is a great strain

on potentially limited resources (Royal
Society for the Protection of Cruelty to
Animals, 2012). There are simply too

few homes, thus leading to an increased
number of homeless cats. However, an
argument could also be raised regarding
the euthanasia of healthy animals. The
Guide to Professional Conduct states that
veterinary surgeons are not obligated to
euthanise a healthy animal (Royal College
of Veterinary Surgeons, 2010). The owners
in this case had been irresponsible by
allowing their cat to have another litter,
but were also being responsible by having
her neutered even though she was already
pregnant.

The subject of abortion must also be
discussed. However, abortion is some-
thing that is more associated and debated
with humans than animals. Animals have
no say in this. The greater good must be
considered. Morals and views relating to
abortion are different when considering
animals than humans. Allowing pregnant
cats to have their kittens could be con-
sidered by many as adding to an already
vast problem; to others, the thought of
aborting the kittens is considered as
murder, despite the bigger picture and
considerations for their future. Neutering
of animals before they are able to get
pregnant is the only solution. Owners
need to take more responsibility for this,
but there should also be more awareness
of the subject of neutering and responsible
animal ownership.

Consideration for the kittens also needs

to be taken into account. As the own-

ers had decided not to take them, they
would need to be hand-reared. This in
itself is challenging and time-consuming
with no guarantee that the kittens would
survive. Therefore, knowing that the
owners wanted no part, was it fair to allow
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the kittens to live? The survival rate for
hand-reared Kkittens is low and hand-rear-
ing itself potentially stressful for them.
By not euthanising them, have we made
them suffer further? A human is a poor
substitute for the kitten’s natural mother
(Vetstream, 2012). However, have they a
right to live?

Singer (2009) states that all animals are
equal. Human beings have been con-
sidered to have a speciesism opinion
towards animals, indicating a prejudice
similar to racism or sexism. This term
implies that humans have different values
and rights based on their species. The
argument is that if it is morally wrong

to inflict suffering on humans, then it is
also wrong to inflict suffering on animals
just because they are a different species.
Animals should be given the same respect
as humans (Singer, 2009). However, are
animals considered to have morals and
rights? The argument for considers that
animals have a similar biological structure
to humans, they are able to process con-
scious thought, they experience emotion,
pain and fear and, to an certain extent,
they have some control over their own
lives. It has been considered that adult
humans and adult mammals both have
rights as they both have life. The argument
against states that animals do not think
or have conscious thought, therefore

they are not morally aware. It has been
suggested that as animals are not part of
a moral community, they do not live by a
moral code and therefore have no rights
(British Broadcasting Corporation, 2012).
Humans, however, do have a moral obli-
gation to animals (Singer, 2009).

Conclusion

With reference to John’s model of struc-
tured reflection, professional practice,
legal implications and ethical considera-
tions have been considered and discussed.
The event in question has raised some
questions and thoughts. Having consid-
ered the actions, it has been established
that in the situation there was no right or
wrong answer. The outcome was based
upon values and morals, life or death. No
further contact was made with the rescue
in regards to the kittens, therefore it is
not known if they survived or not. This

in turn means we cannot reflect on the
actions further as we do not know the

full consequences of the decision. With
regards to professional practice and legal
implications, perhaps things could have
been done differently. A discussion with
the veterinary surgeon or indeed the client
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would have been advisable; however,
perhaps there was not time to discuss the
situation with the client as the situation
was urgent.

Veterinary nursing is evolving. To
become a profession in its own right,
nurses today need to be fully aware

of the consequences of decisions they
make. The veterinary profession deals
with difficult decisions on a daily
basis, but it is how we deal with these
dilemmas that counts. The primary
concern is animal welfare. The Guide to
Professional Conduct (2010) is a struc-
tured document to guide us through
our professional lives; however, not
everything is black and white and the
situation as a whole needs to be consid-
ered and addressed.
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