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There's a lot of attention to animal enrichment. Wouldn't it be 
great if someone thought about technician enrichment? -- 
anonymous animal care technician respondent 

ALN Magazine surveyed more than six hundred biomedical 
laboratory personnel—principally animal technicians but also 
some team leaders and veterinarians—about compassion fatigue. 
Here are the highlights. 

Demographics 
75% female 25% male 
53% in the 25 - 44 age range - the time of life when career 
ambitions are strong 
38% in the 45 - 64 age range, when the reality of ambition begins 
to materialize 

Length of Time in Service 
More than 30% have worked with animals for between 11 and 20 
years. 

Job Duties and Responsibilities 
85% take part in euthanasia; 63% said they could opt out. 67% 
said some people name animals; 35% said that the institutions 
embrace the practice of naming the animals. 

Official Support for Animal Care Staff 
16% reported that the institution provides grief counseling or 
emotional support. 30% did not know. 

Personal Experience 
Virtually all respondents reported feeling a strong bond with, 
responsibility for and consequential to the life of their animals. 

Virtually all respondents reported pride in their work and the 
sense that their work is of value to society. 85% reported feeling 
stressed at work; 35% reported thoughts about changing careers. 
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Stress, and Suggestions for Addressing It 
Respondents were asked whether in the last 12 months they had 
felt stressed at work and if so, what were the symptoms. 408 
people replied. A half dozen said they'd felt no stress; the rest 
reported symptoms characteristic of depression. 

Anxiety, unexplained pain and illness, irritation, sudden anger, 
disrupted focus, concentration, relationships and lives at home 
and at work, isolation, pervasive sadness, sleeplessness, over-
eating, unnatural detachment, apathy, and lassitude were 
predominant in the responses and represent classic symptoms of 
depression of the type which is typically reactive, predominantly 
to perceived or actual loss. 

The very dangerous symptoms of self-loathing, a sense that life 
holds no meaning and thoughts of death were there but rare, and 
no one reported thoughts of suicide or alcohol or substance 
abuse. Commitment to and in some cases love for the animals 
shone through. 

Depression in Brief 

 

At one end of the spectrum depression is the transient blues; at 
the other is major depression (often called clinical depression). 
Along the continuum we may label symptoms and experiences 
physiological, psychological, behavioral, emotional, social, 
motivational but all the lines blur because there are virtually 
always knock-on biochemical bio-behavioral stress effects. 



People suffering major depression feel helpless to redress the 
situation all day every day; the condition carries the risk of self-
loathing and suicide. Depression may be familial or biochemical; 
barring those, most situational depression is reactive, typically to 
perceived or actual loss of such as control, recognition, 
possibilities, home, or loved one. People may feel depressed or be 
clinically depressed and know it or just know they are having 
trouble. 

Here's what the Mayo Clinic says are symptoms of depression. 

Although depression may occur only one time during your life, 
usually people have multiple episodes of depression. During these 
episodes, symptoms occur most of the day, nearly every day and 
may include: 

 Feelings of sadness, emptiness or unhappiness 
 

 Angry outbursts, irritability or frustration, even over small 
matters 
 

 Loss of interest or pleasure in normal activities, such as sex 
 

 Sleep disturbances, including insomnia or sleeping too much 
 

 Tiredness and lack of energy, so that even small tasks take 
extra effort 
 

 Changes in appetite—often reduced appetite and weight 
loss, but increased cravings for food and weight gain in some 
people 
 

 Anxiety, agitation or restlessness—for example, excessive 
worrying, pacing, hand-wringing or an inability to sit still 
 

 Slowed thinking, speaking or body movements 
 

 Feelings of worthlessness or guilt, fixating on past failures or 
blaming yourself for things that are not your responsibility 
 

 Trouble thinking, concentrating, making decisions and 
remembering things 
 

 Frequent thoughts of death, suicidal thoughts, suicide 
attempts or suicide 
 

 Unexplained physical problems, such as back pain or 
headaches 
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For some people, depression symptoms are so severe that it's 
obvious something isn't right. Other people feel generally 
miserable or unhappy without really knowing why. 

How to Prevent Burnout: Respondents Weigh In 
Of 433 respondents nearly 20% said that job rotation or variation 
in duties would help reduce stress. The second and third most 
prevalent suggestions, tied by percentage, was to provide 
additional staff and for administrators, supervisors, PIs, and 
managers to demonstrate convincingly that animal care staff 
make a valuable contribution and need support and 
communication—encourage to speak with colleagues about 
difficult times, exchange and reflect on ideas and the time to do 
that. 

Following those, highlights include feeling that I have a voice, 
participating in decisions, knowing the potential beneficiaries of 
the studies and keeping up with progress in the study field of 
research, opportunity to share positive experience, established 
counseling for stress and grief, opportunity to celebrate the 
animals' lives, more camaraderie and less politics. Additional 
suggestions include more emphasis on teamwork, a culture of 
acceptance and support when difficult emotions arise, and 
frustration that healthy animals are killed because there are no 
plans to re-home. 

ALN thanks the Enrichment Record and LAWTE for their help in 
producing this survey on compassion fatigue. This survey would 
not have been possible without their invaluable assistance. 

Helen Kelly is ALN's Contributing Editor, International. She is 
always pleased to hear from readers. HelenKellyLtd@aol.com 
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