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In 2016, The Ohio State University (OSU) College of 
Veterinary Medicine (CVM) began a strategic plan-

ning process systematically evaluating 6 crucial do-
mains: 1) institutional culture and sustainability of 
its people, 2) education and success of our students, 
3) innovative and impactful research, 4) features of 
a highly successful referral veterinary medical cen-
ter, 5) outreach and community engagement, and 6) 
overall operational excellence. The strategic plan that 
developed was rooted in 4 foundational principles: 
health and well-being; diversity, equity, inclusion, 
and belonging; effective partnerships; and resource 
stewardship; each principal is embedded in all parts 
of the plan (https://vet.osu.edu/about-college/stra-
tegic-plan). The ambition that emerged for the CVM 
from this process was “to be the model college of vet-
erinary medicine in the world, impacting animal and 
human health through innovation, collaboration and 
excellence,” which is a continual journey rather than 
a destination.

Years of focus and hard work, compassion, and 
perfectionist traits are taking a toll on the veterinary 
profession through their effects on imposter syn-
drome, empathy and ethical fatigue, burnout, and 
mental health challenges such as depression, anxi-
ety, and suicidal ideation.1,2 Colleges of veterinary 
medicine hold the key to a healthier and more bal-
anced lifestyle for the next generation of veterinar-
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ians. In this article, we describe the programming we 
have implemented to address the health and well-
being of faculty, staff, and students at OSU-CVM.

Based on a study3 of both graduate and profes-
sional students who were enrolled at The Ohio State 
University in 7 colleges (Dentistry, Medicine, Nursing, 
Optometry, Pharmacy, Social Work, and Veterinary 
Medicine) and participated in a wellness onboarding 
program, 17% of incoming students reported moder-
ate to severe depressive symptoms, with 6% reporting 
suicidal ideation and 14% reporting moderate to se-
vere anxiety. Factors predicting depression and anxi-
ety included obtaining < 7 hours of sleep per night, 
worse general health, lower healthy lifestyle beliefs, 
lower healthy lifestyle behaviors, higher stress, and 
a perceived lack of control. Although not specifically 
reported in the publication, our analysis of the data 
indicated that veterinary students also had a higher 
prevalence of moderate to severe depression, mod-
erate to severe anxiety, and suicidal ideation than did 
students in the other health sciences programs. In 
our CVM, poor health and well-being are considered 
serious threats to the satisfaction and success of our 
faculty, staff, students, and recent graduates.

In 2017, the CVM partnered with the university’s 
Office of Suicide Prevention to implement RUOK? 
Buckeyes,4 an anonymous interactive screening pro-
gram designed specifically to identify those at risk 

“Imperfections are not inadequacies; they are reminders that we’re all in this together. 
We don’t have to do all of it alone. We were never meant to.” 

 –Brené Brown
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of suicide and encourage them to seek help. Partici-
pants, including faculty, staff, veterinary students, 
graduate students, residents, and interns, were giv-
en access to an anonymous and confidential online 
stress and depression survey. Thirty-one of the 39 re-
spondents were identified to be at high to very high 
risk for feelings of hopelessness; suicidal ideation 
(having a plan or attempting); clinically relevant de-
pression; high levels of stress, anxiety, or worry; drug 
usage; or eating disorders. Although 39 out of just 
under 1,300 members of the CVM responded, this 
survey is designed to identify only those individuals 
currently at risk of suicide, which was approximately 
3.0% of our CVM’s total population. Surveys were 
evaluated by a qualified university counselor, who 
provided personalized written assessments and en-
couraged the respondents to seek counseling using a 
portal that ensured anonymous communication.

The challenge for our CVM extends beyond stu-
dents. In 2018, the CVM scored 54 out of 100 on the 
Health and Productivity Index, a methodology devel-
oped by IBM Watson Health that assigns a lifestyle 
risk profile index of between 0 and 100 to an aggre-
gate employee population. Faculty and staff employ-
ees from our CVM scored on average 12 points lower 
than the composite score of all university employees, 
with high levels of stress and depression being the 
major contributors to our lower average score. Con-
sequently, we believed we needed a health and well-
ness intervention to address health and well-being 
for our faculty, staff, and students.

Igniting Cultural Change
The CVM established a Health and Well-Being 

Task Force in the spring of 2018 that was charged 
with exploring development of a comprehensive and 
integrated program that would address health and 
well-being from the perspective of the 9 dimensions 
of wellness5 (Figure 1). Despite reports that 93% of 
medical schools have some sort of comprehensive 
wellness programming implemented for 1 of 3 main 
reasons, which include a national trend, student 
needs, and an accreditation requirement, there are 
few reports of veterinary schools creating the same.6

Our Task Force developed a request for propos-
als that would address the CVM’s specific needs for 
health and well-being components and meet desired 
outcomes. A lead member from the team that was 
selected was assigned as the on-site health and well-
being coordinator at the CVM, a 50% appointment for 
the first 2 years and is currently providing 40% effort.

The comprehensive and integrated health and 
well-being initiative was named BE WELL, con-
sistent with our BE THE MODEL mantra. Using BE 
WELL programming, the CVM is taking steps to in-
stitutionalize health and well-being and emphasize 
self-care by embedding it within our culture and 
strategic plan. More information on the initiatives 
and activities of our BE WELL health and well-
being program is available (https://vet.osu.edu/
about-college/wellbeing-initiative).

BE WELL Programming
The BE WELL programming emphasizes preven-

tive measures, including key educational elements in 
the professional curriculum as well as other resources, 
services, and initiatives such as diversity, equity, inclu-
sion and belonging; conflict resolution; and personal fi-
nancial management guidance. The programming was 
developed to address the 9 dimensions of wellness.

Financial Dimension
Student loan debt negatively influences the fi-

nancial satisfaction of veterinary students.7 JAVMA 
News reported that starting salaries for veterinar-
ians have increased, and some CVMs have noted a 
decrease in the indebtedness of their graduates, yet 
other institutions have seen an increase in graduates’ 
educational debt up to 29%.8 The debt-to-income ra-
tio for new graduates in the veterinary profession 
ranks among the highest among healthcare profes-
sions while the starting salaries rank as some of the 
lowest. Veterinary students at The Ohio State Uni-
versity carry a higher-than-average debt, with 2020 
graduates averaging $200,613 in educational debt 
compared to the $169,742 national mean education-
al debt of veterinary graduates and with comparable 
findings in the debt-to-income ratio.9 Although the 
debt-to-income ratio has decreased in recent years, 
it is still above the 1.0:1.4 ratio that most financial 
professionals consider reasonable.10 High debt load 
can have a substantially adverse effect on the well-
being of graduates in several ways, including poor 
financial health and delays in starting families, pur-
chasing homes, or becoming practice owners.

To help students understand financial well-
ness, in addition to other elements of business and 
finance they receive throughout the curriculum, 

Figure 1—The Nine Dimensions of Wellness..
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we developed the BE WELL $ Day. The program 
teaches students about core financial topics, includ-
ing cash flow planning, student loan repayment,  
investing, retirement, debt management, estate 
planning, and tax planning, with goals of improving 
financial literacy and engendering a sense of control 
over one’s personal finances. This program is a re-
quired core component of the education of year 1 to 
3 students.

The CVM also seeks to decrease the cost of vet-
erinary education. We have kept tuition increases at 
≤ 2% annually over the last 6 years and negotiated 
that nonresident students pay in-state tuition with 
only a nominal ($5.00) nonresident fee per semes-
ter after their first year, which helps decrease stress 
and anxiety of the uncertainty if they would be 
granted in-state residency. We have also prioritized 
and increased fundraising for scholarships, with our 
philanthropic scholarship distribution growing by  
approximately 600% over the last 7 years from  
approximately $371,000 in the 2014–2015 academic 
year to $2.55 million for the 2021–2022 academic 
year. This occurred with a concomitant increase in 
the number of transformational (≥ $15,000) scholar-
ships awarded from 0 to 87 during the same period.

Emotional Dimension
The perceived stress scale (PSS) and the abbre-

viated PSS-4 scale (validated tools to measure the 
degree to which situations in one’s life are appraised 
as stressful) were used to assess the CVM students 
before and after the 2018–2019 academic year as 
part of our strategic plan. These stress assessment 
instruments indicated that our veterinary students 
tend to experience greater levels of stress than does 
the general public or students in human medical 
training. It also indicated that their level of stress 
increased substantially over the course of each aca-
demic year, identifying our CVM environment and 
DVM program as contributory factors. One could 
infer that our veterinary students are very resilient 
and can function well despite high levels of stress. 
However, just because they can function highly and 
be successful does not necessarily mean they are 
focusing adequately on their physical, mental, and 
social well-being.

While human medicine reports that administer-
ing self-assessments for mental health helps identify 
at-risk students, aids in connecting such students to 
support, and promotes help seeking behavior, fewer 
than one-third of all medical schools reported using 
burnout, depression, and anxiety assessment tools.6 
More recently, it has been recommended to integrate 
brief validated mental health instruments into pro-
gram evaluations to more objectively assess the ef-
fect of wellness programs on student wellbeing.6 We 
used PSS-14 and PSS-4 scores to establish measures 
of our students (Figure 2) at various times during 
their 4-year program compared with published val-
ues of these measures in the general population11 
(all ages and genders), those ranging in age between 
18 to 44, student employees, and most concerning 

compared with those who are disabled or too ill to 
work and second-year medical students.12 Although 
we were not able to separate out our data based 
upon gender, published data have shown that PSS-
14 and PSS-4 values are significantly greater in fe-
males (PSS-14 = 20.2; PSS-4 = 3.1) compared with 
males (PSS-14 = 18.8; PSS-4 = 2.8) across all catego-
ries.11 Because approximately 80% of our veterinary 
students are female, it is possible that the high PSS-
14 and PSS-4 levels observed in our students could 
have been impacted by the influence of gender, but 
these values are still greater than those of the other 
populations, indicating that stress levels in our stu-
dents are impacted by other factors.

In the fall of 2018, the CVM’s Office of Counsel-
ing and Consultation set out with the goal to help 
break the stigma associated with seeking mental 
healthcare and counseling by requiring all first- and 
fourth-year veterinary students to schedule wellness 
check-ins with one of our two full-time on-site men-
tal health professionals. These years were identified 
as pressure points within our veterinary program 
because students are transitioning into professional 
school in year 1 and into their clinical and patient 
care responsibilities in year 4. Wellness check-ins 
consist of short 15-minute appointments in which 
students connect with mental health professionals 
and learn more about the programming the CVM 
offers. A follow-up appointment for more in-depth 
counseling sessions can be scheduled on a voluntary 
basis. Because the second and third years have been 
cited by others as the most “challenging years” of a 
4-year professional curriculum,13 we began offering 
check-ins with our assistant dean for student success 
to these students as well. The CVM also employs a 
part-time (6 h/wk) on-site psychiatrist to allow stu-
dent access to necessary medication management. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, students could 
schedule appointments with our counselors and/or 
psychiatrist either in-person or virtually.

From May 2019 through April 2021, the CVM’s 
Office of Counseling and Consultation provided 
over 2,000 individual appointments (not including 
wellness check-ins), with anxiety and stress being 
the most common student concerns. Students who 

Figure 2—Perceived stress scale (PSS) scores for first- 
through fourth-year veterinary students in the 2018–
2019 academic year (fall 2018 and spring 2019 semes-
ters) using the PSS-14 (A) and PSS-4 (B) survey tools. 
Au18 = Autumn 2018. Sp19 = Spring 2019. VME = Vet-
erinary Medical Education. 
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used this service in fall 2020–spring 2021 academic 
year attended an average of 5.9 sessions. First- and 
second-year students used the services most often, 
followed by third- and fourth-year students, respec-
tively. Utilization of services has increased each year, 
including virtual sessions during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Between the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 aca-
demic years, utilization increased by 11%. Graduate 
and professional students are also invited to take ad-
vantage of preventive programming provided by our 
mental health professionals, including workshops, 
yoga and mindfulness classes, lunch and learns, and 
peer-support and group-based interventions.

The CVM implemented the Honoring the Bond 
(www.vet.osu.edu/honoringthebond) program in 
2001, which includes a licensed social worker who 
provides education and support for 
animal owners and pet parents who 
are clients of the Veterinary Medical 
Center as well as for our veterinary 
clinicians (faculty, residents, and in-
terns), staff (technical and nontech-
nical) and students. Social workers in 
veterinary hospitals are active mem-
bers of the veterinary healthcare team 
and their role is similar to that pro-
vided in a human hospital. In addition 
to helping relieve some of the time 
commitment of our veterinarians and 
to address the emotional needs of clients which can 
lead to stress and burnout of clinicians and others,14 
our social worker serves as a vital part of our health-
care team so veterinarians and others can focus on 
the medical needs of patients.15

Social Dimension
Structural racism, sexism, homophobia, trans-

phobia, xenophobia, and chronic discrimination 
against individuals with disabilities (ableism), includ-
ing physical disabilities, mental or emotional disabili-
ties, and cognitive differences (neurodiversity), can 
all cause emotional and mental harm. Long-term ac-
tivation of the stress-response system (ie, increases 
in stress hormones such as cortisol) is known to be 
associated with increased risk of mental health condi-
tions and other health problems.16 As we have worked 
to improve health and well-being in the CVM, we rec-
ognized the need to think more holistically about di-
versity, equity, inclusion, and belonging as well as cul-
ture, climate, and workload. More information about 
the initiatives and activities of our diversity, equity, in-
clusion, and belonging program is available (https://
vet.osu.edu/about-college/commitment-diversity-
equity-inclusion-and-belonging).

House System–style learning communities are 
popular in the UK and have been implemented 
at several medical and veterinary schools in the 
US.17,18 The CVM implemented its House System 
(https://vet.osu.edu/about-college/house-sys-
tem) in summer 2020, which is designed to foster 
engagement and networking and provide a sense 
of connection among members of our CVM’s com-

munity. All faculty and staff who opt in along with 
all veterinary students are randomly sorted into 1 
of 4 “houses.” Each house is identified with a name 
that corresponds to an animal mascot along with 
2 values or virtues important to the CVM (Figure 
3). In its first year, participants joined together in 
COVID-safe events that ended by hosting a House 
Cup Challenge, a week-long event that consisted of 
7 points-earning challenges in which the first-place 
winner was celebrated by the CVM community. We 
are currently conducting a variety of in-person and 
virtual events to provide greater flexibility and op-
portunities for engagement.

The CVM encourages veterinary students to 
supplement their formal education in areas of par-
ticular interest to them through involvement in stu-

dent organizations and clubs. These not only serve 
as avenues for interaction, networking, and social-
izing but also provide a medium for academic dis-
course, personal growth, leadership development, 
intercultural understanding, community service, 
and lasting friendships.

The CVM’s Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Be-
longing Committee established the Community of 
Inclusion Affinity Groups, which are typically grass-
roots developed and led by students with faculty 
and/or staff advisors to provide opportunities for 
students, staff, faculty, and alumni to connect and 
engage with others who share similar identities and 
provide opportunities to socialize, build community, 
and help to nurture an inclusive environment.19 They 
foster shared identity among members of nondomi-
nant groups; create a support network of mentors, 
allies, and peers; help build cultural competency, flu-
ency, and humility; and help recruit and retain mem-
bers of minority groups and their allies by fostering 
a sense of belonging and a place where everyone, 
regardless of their background, attributes or lived 
experiences, can thrive.

Intellectual Dimension
Our Peer Tutoring Program, overseen by the di-

rector of the Office of Teaching and Learning (OTL), 
provides free academic support to veterinary stu-
dents in the first 2 years of the curriculum. The pro-
gram uses a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) 
framework, including Tier 1 group review sessions, 
Tier 2 individual tutoring 5 sessions, and Tier 3 indi-
vidual consultations with the OTL director.

Figure 3—The 4 houses in the CVM’s House System are identified with a 
name that corresponds to an animal mascot along with 2 values or virtues 
important to the CVM.
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 Peer tutors are selected annually and trained in 
concepts such as the growth mindset, science of hu-
man adult learning, and evidence-based educational 
practices. During the 2020–2021 academic year, 
peer tutors conducted 26 tier 1 class review sessions 
with average student attendance ranging from 20 to 
150 students, provided 752 hours of tier 2 one-on-
one tutoring sessions for 97 students, and created 
innovative solutions for verifying clinical skills train-
ing via Zoom because of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Five students received tier 3 consultation.

Career Dimension
Individualized support is available through the 

CVM’s Office of Career Management and Professional 
Development, which assists students in their career 
path selection, employment preparation, profession-
al identity development and branding, and profes-
sional skills development, including networking, in-
terviewing, and negotiating. Annual utilization rates 
are consistently > 80%, and all first-year students are 
required to have a check-in meeting with the CVM’s 
Office of Career Management and Professional De-
velopment advisors. At the time of graduation, most 
students (up to 98%) have secured a position for their 
next career step, and most used the services during 
the process.

The professional development curriculum in-
cludes 6 semester-long courses that are part of 
our DVM program core curriculum, which covers 
personal and professional finance, career explora-
tion, professional identity development, ethics, 
communications, teamwork, diversity, and inclusiv-
ity, as well as topics related specifically to personal 
well-being. Additionally, the office connects current 
students with alumni for the purposes of career 
exploration, networking, and mentoring. The CVM 
has developed and is nearly ready to implement an 
Alumni Village, a digital platform where students 
can explore alumni connections and reach out to 
alumni on a variety of topics.

Spiritual Dimension
Implementation of novel programming has 

helped to address the spiritual, emotional, and 
physical needs of individuals within the CVM. MIND-
STRONG, also known as COPE in the literature,20 is an 
evidence-based, cognitive-behavioral skills–build-
ing program with the goal to provide consistent, 
evidence-based interventions that help individuals 
modify or develop lifestyle behaviors that improve 
overall mental health and physical well-being. Based 
upon preliminary data indicating the program’s posi-
tive effects on depression, anxiety and suicidal ide-
ation in incoming first-year veterinary students as 
well as with other health science students, MIND-
STRONG became mandatory for first-year students 
entering in the fall of 2020 (class of 2024) with pro-
gramming delivered online via weekly virtual ses-
sions over a 7-week period before students arrived 
on campus.21 This program also became mandatory 

for house officers (interns and residents) starting in 
summer 2020. Separate sessions are available for 
faculty and staff on a voluntary basis. Between au-
tumn 2017 and summer 2020, 409 people in the CVM 
completed the MINDSTRONG program.

Faculty and staff also may access services 
through the university’s Employee Assistance Pro-
gram (EAP), including mindfulness coaching, web-
based articles and resources on a variety of topics, 
mental health counseling, “lunch and learn” pro-
grams, well-being webinars, financial counseling, 
and resilience training. To augment these services, 
the CVM also offered on-site counseling appoint-
ments through EAP to remove time barriers that of-
ten prevent faculty, staff, interns and residents from 
easily accessing university counseling services at 
off-site locations. Although utilization of the on-site 
EAP services was relatively low, it raised awareness 
of these services and utilization of counseling ser-
vices off-site increased from 33 cases in 2017 to 63 
cases in 2020.

YOU MATTER sessions offered an open and safe 
space for sharing about topics of concern in the CVM, 
such as suicide prevention, and were moderated by 2 
counselors from EAP. Faculty and staff were invited 
to join separate sessions. These virtual sessions com-
menced with open-ended prompts such as, “What 
can you do for yourself this weekend for your self-
care?” or “How do you build positive workplace rela-
tionships?” Thirty-four faculty members and 76 staff 
employees attended the meetings.

The CVM also hosted the Unburdened pro-
gram,22,23 which uses an adaptation of the evidence-
based Acceptance and Commitment Training pro-
gram and focuses specifically on burden transfer to 
reactivity in difficult veterinary-client interactions. 
This program has shown promising effects in a pi-
lot study.24 Unburdened is supported by the Clini-
cal Scholars Program of the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation and directly targets those working with 
clients in veterinary medicine (https://www.unbur 
dened.online). Approximately 30 participants met in 
a small group format for 1 hour each week for 3 con-
secutive weeks in a program provided by Dr. Mary 
Beth Spitznagel (https://www.unburdened.online/
research).

As needed, the CVM provides “open spaces” so 
that faculty, staff, and students can process signifi-
cant social justice events, tragedies, and natural di-
sasters happening in our community, state, country 
and the world. Open Spaces employs a circle format 
and follows a structured process to allow respect-
ful listening and dialogue. Attendance has varied 
based on topics but has ranged from 10 to > 50 par-
ticipants. Student leaders in VOICE (Veterinarians as 
One Inclusive Community for Empowerment) and 
the CVM’s Community of Inclusion Affinity Groups 
received training and resources to help serve as cir-
cle moderators.

A Breaking Barriers series offered eight 1-hour 
sessions covering four topics (each repeated twice) 
over a 4-month period, which was facilitated using a 
circle format. The goal of these sessions was to dis-
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cuss topics such as discrimination in the profession, 
pronoun use, allyship, and our LGBTQ+ community 
in order to help people in the CVM become allies and 
create a more inclusive environment where everyone 
feels welcome and can thrive.

Based on feedback from faculty, staff and stu-
dents, the CVM is providing a “respite room” within 
our facilities to provide a conveniently accessible 
space to promote spiritual, mental, and emotional 
health and well-being through meditation, mindful-
ness, or “quiet time.”

Physical Dimension
The Health Athlete25 program, supported by 

the Office of the Chief Wellness Officer (CWO), 
consists of a 1- to 2-day workshop that covers 
nutrition, provides exercise recommendations, 
and emphasizes energy management through a 
comprehensive examination of personal goals and 
values in relation to spiritual purpose, as well as 
mental, emotional and physical development. In-
coming house officers (interns and residents) were 
required to complete the Health Athlete program 
in summer 2020, and it is provided on a voluntary 
basis for faculty and staff. As of June 2021, 110 
members of the CVM community had completed 
the Health Athlete training.

The Buckeye Wellness Innovators program, 
also an initiative under the Office of the CWO, al-
lows faculty and staff at the university to share their 
passion for health and wellness with colleagues.26,27 
Innovators promote university-wide wellness initia-
tives by communicating health and wellness activi-
ties to their colleagues. The CVM had 12 Buckeye 
Wellness Innovators from the 2018–2019 through 
2020–2021 academic years who helped champion 
wellness initiatives.

Physical wellness initiatives have also included 
weekly fitness classes such as boot camp, yoga, tai 
chi, sunrise cycling, and group walking; Snack Switch 
Fridays is a popular event that allows faculty, staff, 
and students to swap out their unhealthy snack for 
a healthier choice. Training in how to prepare afford-
able healthy meals also has been provided, as have 
Friday snack carts in the Veterinary Medical Center 
and various fitness challenges.

The CVM is also providing on-site space in our 
facilities for an “activity room,” which all mem-
bers of the CVM can conveniently access any time 
to promote their physical health and well-being 
through exercise.

Creative Dimension
The BE WELL Book Club, BE WELL Arts and 

Crafts Club, and our longstanding popular talent 
show also have also helped create opportunities 
for non–work-related CVM community engage-
ments. Our veterinary students have opportuni-
ties to engage in Humanism in Medicine (https://
medicine.osu.edu/student-resources/student-or-
ganizations/humanism-in-medicine), an initiative 

of the CVM that serves the entire health science 
community of the university by promoting a com-
passionate approach to all that we do in research, 
patient care, teaching, and learning, which in-
cludes an array of opportunities to participate in 
performing and creative arts across the 7 health 
science colleges.

Environmental Dimension
The CVM designed and posted signs (Figure 4) 

at the entrances of our buildings to remind everyone 
that they are responsible for the energy they bring 
to our facilities, including their words and behaviors.  
The CVM also launched a program whereby mental 
health crisis placards (Figure 5) were posted in all 
buildings and in strategic locations, including rest-
rooms and restroom stalls, because people contem-
plating self-harm or suicide often seek a more private 
location. These placards as well as business cards with 
this same information, which were distributed to all 
students, staff, and faculty, are intended to help rein-
force that everyone matters, they are not alone, and 
resources are available to help them navigate whatever 
issues they might be facing. At the time of publica-
tion, provision of the aforementioned “quiet room” and 
“activity room” within our facilities will provide conve-
niently accessible spaces to promote spiritual, mental, 
emotional, and physical health and well-being.

Figure 4—Signage placed throughout the CVM to re-
mind everyone that they matter, their words and be-
haviors matter, and thus to take responsibility for the 
energy they bring into the environment.
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Curricular Redesign
Simultaneously with development and imple-

mentation of the BE WELL programming, our vet-
erinary curriculum has also been reviewed and re-
designed. Curricular redesign represents an oppor-
tunity to address and positively impact health and 
well-being through a curricular subtext, sometimes 
referred to as a hidden curriculum, that goes be-
yond the factual medical and scientific material that 
students are taught. Only 13% of medical schools 
are reported to have implemented structural chang-
es in the curriculum, such as changing grading or 
assessment and other programmatic elements to 
help reduce depression, anxiety, and other mental 
health stressors.6 We believe this is critical to the 
success of our BE WELL program.

In the fall of 2019, the Academic Standards 
Council rewrote the CVM’s academic charter to offer 
additional support for failing students, which pro-
vides the opportunity to improve their failed grade 
by successfully completing a defined remediation ac-
tivity and reexamination. This approach has resulted 
in fewer dismissals and better assistance of students 
as physical and mental health challenges are iden-
tified in targeted discussions with support person-
nel. We have recently reworked a final-year assess-
ment system to align with the American Association 
of Veterinary Medical Colleges’ competency-based 
veterinary education milestones.28 This outcomes-
based paradigm has helped identify struggling stu-
dents sooner if they do not progress through the 

program according to defined milestones and allows 
improved targeting for remediation.

Toward an Overall Culture  
of Wellness

Although not every person in the CVM or vet-
erinary profession needs assistance or resources in 
all 9 dimensions of wellness, the following general 
recommendations provide guidance for success, sat-
isfaction, and sustainability (https://swc.osu.edu/
about-us/nine-dimensions-of-wellness): Career – 
make sure your job continues to be satisfying and 
fulfilling and, if not, don’t be afraid to try something 
new and different to find the enrichment you need; 
Creative – explore a range of interests whether it be 
Mother Nature’s beauty, arts, cultural experiences, 
literature, and more as a means to understand and 
appreciate the world around you; Emotional – con-
sider seeking assistance to address areas of concern 
by speaking with a counselor, therapist, psycholo-
gist, psychiatrist, and/or a career or life coach; En-
vironmental – reflect on the ecosystem with which 
you work and live and understand and appreciate 
your interconnectedness with nature and everything 
around you; Financial – develop a personal budget 
and adhere to it to ensure financial stability and to 
set and achieve realistic goals; Intellectual – engage 
in lifelong learning and feed your curiosity and learn 
something new every day; Physical – get sufficient 
sleep and exercise, eat a healthy and nutritious diet, 
and stay hydrated by drinking plenty of water; Social 
– develop and maintain a network of support with 
family, friends, and colleagues and find common 
ground with new people; and Spiritual – seek har-
mony and balance by exploring meaning and con-
nection through depth of purpose, dialogue, and 
self-reflection and be thankful and express gratitude 
every day.

As our programs have been implemented, the 
question becomes: “How do we know we’re mak-
ing a difference in the lives of the people in the col-
lege?” We continue to assess acquired data to guide 
our evidence-based approach. Our CVM score on the 
university’s Health and Productivity Index increased 
from 54 of 100 in 2018 to 60 of 100 in 2019. Each 
5-point increase in the Health and Productivity Index 
is associated with approximately 3% lower medical 
costs, 0.4% less absenteeism and 0.7% fewer presen-
teeism (the lost productivity that occurs when em-
ployees show up but are not fully functioning in the 
workplace), days per employee. A growing body of 
evidence suggests that interactions with pets have 
positive health benefits on people, including physi-
cal, social, behavioral, emotional, mental, and psy-
chological well-being.29 Consequently, the university 
Personal Health Assessment now includes questions 
about the value and importance of pets to employ-
ees’ personal well-being.

Our current students benefit from the CVM’s 
commitment to health and well-being. First- and 
second-year professional veterinary students, for ex-
ample, are spending at least 10% less time in lecture 

Figure 5—Mental health crisis placards designed and 
placed throughout the CVM to remind everyone that 
they matter, they are not alone, and resources are 
readily available to help navigate whatever issues they 
might be facing.
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halls and instead obtain substantially more hands-on 
experience in the Veterinary Clinical and Professional 
Skills Center, without spending additional hours on 
campus. Year 1 to 3 students began spending time in 
our new Frank Stanton Veterinary Spectrum of Care 
Clinic in fall 2021, and they will receive hands-on ex-
perience in a general practice setting that will foster 
competence and confidence. Fourth-year students 
have begun their core general practice rotations 
in the Frank Stanton Veterinary Spectrum of Care 
Clinic, where they are expected to “Be the Doctor” 
while faculty coaches observe their performance 
and guide their development using 1-way glass par-
titions and audiovisual monitors. Anecdotally, these 
structural changes in the curriculum and in teaching 
and learning are having a positive impact on our stu-
dents’ well-being.

Moving Forward
The future success and sustainability of the 

veterinary profession depends upon the health 
and well-being of the entire veterinary commu-
nity. Health and wellness efforts must be one of 
the guiding principles with necessary investments 
of resources and people’s time so all members of 
our CVM community and the broader veterinary 
profession can take full advantage of the available 
tools and resources. Doing so requires a shift in 
mindset and priorities as well as a sustained com-
mitment to cultural change. Evidence-based pro-
gramming that leverages the latest research and 
best practices is key to building a new culture that 
includes caring and belonging, which makes every 
member of the community feel valued, respected, 
and heard. It has been reported that effective com-
prehensive wellness programs in medical schools 
have 4 areas of needed intervention, including pre-
ventive, reactive, structural, and cultural,6 which 
reinforces what we have done with our approach 
in developing and implementing a comprehensive 
and integrated health and well-being program for 
our faculty, staff, and students.

With our BE WELL programming designed 
around the 9 dimensions of wellness, the CVM is lay-
ing the groundwork needed to enhance the health 
and well-being of our faculty, staff, and students, 
and it will be critical to maintain a focused effort 
to further develop and sustain such a program. Al-
though our BE WELL program is just 1 example and 
is continually being reviewed and revised, we hope 
that sharing our experiences will help others in the 
veterinary community as they take steps to make 
health and well-being an integral part of the profes-
sion’s culture and climate.

Acknowledgments
The authors thank members of The Ohio State Univer-

sity CVM Health and Well-being Task Force/Committee; the 
College’s Buckeye Wellness Innovators; the Diversity, Equity, 
Inclusion and Belonging Committee and Council; others who 
have and continue to commit and contribute to enhancing this 
holistic approach to implementing and sustaining our compre-

hensive integrated health and well-being program; and Tim 
Vojt and Marc Hardman for their contributions to creating the 
illustrations and graphs.

References
1.	 Cole A. Making it personal, keepin’ it real. empowering 

veterinary teams. Accessed October 10, 2021. https://
www.empoweringveterinaryteams.com/making-it-per-
sonal-keepin-it-real

2.	 Ruple A. Overcoming imposter syndrome. In: Proceedings 
of the Annual Conference of the American Association of 
Bovine Practitioners. American Association of Bovine 
Practitioners; 2020:53(1). Accessed October 10, 2021. 
https://www.journals.tdl.org/bovine/index.php/AABP/
article/view/7954

3.	 Hoying J, Melnyk BM, Hutson E, Tai Al. Prevalence and cor-
relates of depression, anxiety, stress, healthy beliefs, and 
lifestyle behaviors in first-year graduate health sciences stu-
dents. Worldviews Evid Based Nurs. 2020;17(1):49–59.

4.	 RUOK? Buckeyes. The Ohio State University Suicide Pre-
vention Program. Accessed May 10, 2021. https://sui  
cideprevention.osu.edu/ruok-buckeyes

5.	 Nine dimensions of wellness. The Ohio State University 
Student Wellness Center. Accessed May 9, 2021. https://
swc.osu.edu/about-us/nine-dimensions-of-wellness

6.	 Schutt A, Chretien KC, Woodruff JN, Press VG, Vela 
M, Lee WW. National survey of wellness programs 
in U.S. and Canadian medical schools. Acad Med. 
2021;96(5):728–735.

7.	 Britt-Lutter S, Heckman SJ. The financial life of aspiring 
veterinarians. J Vet Med Educ. 2020;47(1):117–124.

8.	 Larkin M. Good news, bad news for educational debt, start-
ing salaries. J Am Vet Med Assoc. 2019;255(12):1337–
1338. Accessed May 2, 2021. https://www.avma.org/
javma-news/2019-12-15/good-news-bad-news-edu 
cational-debt-starting-The%20mean%20starting%20sal 
ary%20for,2018%20to%20%2478%2C413%20in%202019

9.	 Bain B. Employment, starting salaries, and educational in-
debtedness analyzed by gender for year-2020 graduates 
of US veterinary medical colleges. J Am Vet Med Assoc. 
2021;258(8):865–869.

10.	 Veterinary EduDebtology 101. VIN Foundation. Accessed 
May 2, 2021. https://www.vin.com/studentdebtcenter/
default.aspx?pid=14352&id=7516825

11.	 Cohen S, Williamson GM. Perceived stress in a probability 
sample of the United States. In: Spacapan S, Oskamp S, 
eds. The Social Psychology of Health. Sage Publications 
Inc; 1988:31–67.

12.	 Matriculating student questionnaire: 2018 all schools 
summary report. Association of American Medical Col-
leges Medical School. Accessed July 16, 2021. https://
www.aamc.org/media/9641/download

13.	 Drake AA, McArthur H Jr, Rush BR. A decade of counsel-
ing services in one college of veterinary medicine: veteri-
nary medical students’ psychological distress and help-
seeking trends. J Vet Med Educ. 2017;44(1):157–165.

14.	 Spitznagel MB, Ben-Porath YS, Rishniw M, Kogan LR,  
Carlson MD. Development and validation of a burden trans-
fer inventory for predicting veterinary stress related to cli-
ent behavior. J Am Vet Med Assoc. 2019;254(1):133–144.

15.	 Cima G. Social work expands in veterinary hospitals: emer-
gency, specialty practices hiring to counsel staff mem-
bers, clients. J Am Vet Med Assoc. 2020;258(12)1310–
1314. Accessed July 12, 2021. https://www.avma.org/
javma-news/2020-06-15/social-work-expands-veteri 
nary-hospitals

16.	 Understanding the stress response: chronic activa-
tion of this survival mechanism impairs health. Harvard 
Health Publishing. Accessed May 8, 2021. Available 
at: https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/
understanding-the-stress-response#:~:text=Chronic%20
activation%20of%20this%20survival%20mechanism%20

Authenticated null | Downloaded 04/18/22 05:36 PM UTC



		  9

impairs%20health&text=Muscles%20tense%20and%2 
0beads%20of,quickly%20to%20life%2Dthreatening%20situ 
ations

17.	 Tackett S, Wright S, Colbert-Getz J, Shochet R. Asso-
ciations between learning community engagement and 
burnout, quality of life, and empathy among medical stu-
dents. Int J Med Educ. 2018;9:316–322.

18.	 Royal KD, Flammer K, Borst L, Huckle J, Barter H, 
Neel J. A comprehensive wellness program for veteri-
nary medical education: design and implementation 
at North Carolina State University. Int J High Educ. 
2017;6(1):74–83.

19.	 Magnus E. Five things you should know about affin-
ity groups. Holderness School. Accessed July 24, 2021. 
https://holderness.myschoolapp.com/page/news-detail
?pk=995456&siteId=989&ssl=1

20.	 Melnyk BM, Amaya M, Szalacha LA, Hoying J, Taylor T, 
Bowersox K. Feasibility, acceptability, and preliminary ef-
fects of the COPE online cognitive-behavioral skills build-
ing program on mental health outcomes and academic 
performance in freshmen college students: a randomized 
controlled pilot study. J Child Adolesc Psychiatr Nurs. 
2015;28(3):147–154.

21.	 Melnyk BM, Hoying J, Hsieh AP, Buffington B, Terry A, 
Moore RM. Effects of a cognitive-behavioral skills build-
ing program on the mental health outcomes and healthy 
lifestyle behaviors of veterinary medicine students. J 
Am Vet Med Assoc. Published online February 2, 2022. 
doi:10.2460/javma.21.03.0142

22.	 Gaupp R, Walter M, Bader K, Benoy C, Lang UE. A two-day 
acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) workshop 
increases presence and work functioning in healthcare 

workers. Front Psychiatry. 2020;11:861. doi:10.3389/
fpsyt.2020.00861

23.	 Brinkborg H, Michanek J, Hesser H, Berglund G. Accep-
tance and commitment therapy for the treatment of 
stress among social workers: a randomized controlled 
trial. Behav Res Ther. 2011;49(6-7):389–398.

24.	 Spitznagel MB, Updegraff A, Twohig MP, Carlson MD, 
Fulkerson. Reducing occupational distress in veterinary 
medicine personnel with acceptance and commitment 
training: a pilot study. N Z Vet J. 2021;1–7. doi:10.1080/0
0480169.2021.1938270

25.	 Das SK, Mason ST, Vail TA, et al. Effectiveness of an en-
ergy management training course on employee well- 
being: a randomized controlled trial. Am J Health Promot. 
2019;33(1):118–130.

26.	 Amaya M, Melnyk BM, Buffington B, Battista L. Workplace 
wellness champions: lessons learned and implications for 
future programming. Build Healthy Acad Communities J. 
2017;1(1):59–67.

27.	 Amaya M, Battista L, Melnyk BM, et al. Wellness cham-
pions: a critical strategy for universities to enhance 
population health and wellbeing during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic. Build Healthy Acad Communities J. 
2020;4(2):7–16.

28.	 Competency-based veterinary education (CBVE). Associ-
ation of American Veterinary Medical Colleges. Accessed 
December 10, 2020. https://www.aavmc.org/programs/
faculty-educators/cbve

29.	 The science behind human-animal interaction. Waltham 
Petcare Science Institute. Accessed May 10, 2021. 
https://www.waltham.com/science/human-animal-
interaction

Authenticated null | Downloaded 04/18/22 05:36 PM UTC


