Analysis of Administrative Burden and
Documentation as Primary Stressors in
the Veterinary Profession

The veterinary profession currently navigates a period of profound transformation
characterized by an escalating intersection of clinical complexity, regulatory oversight, and
psychological attrition. Within the prevailing discourse on veterinary wellbeing, the role of
medical documentation and charting has transitioned from a routine administrative
requirement to a primary driver of occupational stress and burnout. Historically, clinical
challenges such as difficult diagnoses or surgical complications were viewed as the primary
stressors; however, contemporary evidence suggests that the "burden of bureaucracy" has
surpassed clinical stressors in terms of daily frequency and perceived workload intensity.' The
ranking of medical documentation as a stressor is multifaceted, existing as a primary burden
in terms of daily time allocation and workload volume, while simultaneously ranking as a
secondary contributor to severe psychological distress when compared to existential
stressors like financial insecurity.?

Understanding the rank of documentation requires a nuanced differentiation between
"nuisance stressors"—those that cause daily frustration and exhaustion—and "acute
stressors"—those that contribute to major depressive episodes or suicidal ideation. While
financial instability and client-related conflicts often show a stronger correlation with severe
mental health symptoms, documentation is frequently identified as the most burdensome
aspect of the professional experience, particularly for experienced veterinarians who have
seen regulatory requirements double or even triple over the course of their careers.® The
following report delineates the hierarchical position of charting within the taxonomy of
veterinary stress, evaluating its quantitative impact on time, its qualitative impact on cognitive
load, and its overarching role in the systemic burnout currently affecting the industry.

Hierarchy and Taxonomy of Modern Veterinary
Stressors

The classification of stressors in veterinary medicine has been meticulously documented
through various iterations of the Merck Animal Health Veterinary Wellbeing Study and the
American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) reports. These studies provide a framework
for understanding how medical documentation ranks against other pressures such as client
expectations, euthanasia, and economic strain.

Comparative Stressor Rankings by Prevalence and Burden

The ranking of stressors is often dependent on the specific metric used for assessment:



frequency of occurrence, perceived burden, or correlation with mental health decline. In a
taxonomy of 15 broad practice-related categories developed for U.S. veterinarians,
documentation-related tasks are distributed across "workload," "management issues," and

"job pressure".®
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Research conducted in Austria utilizing a repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA)
indicates that veterinarians perceive the "burden of bureaucracy" as more stressful than any
other area of practice." Specifically, practicing veterinarians identified bureaucracy as the
most burdensome task, followed by animal suffering and communication with animal owners."
This is a critical insight, as it suggests that the mundane, administrative aspects of the job are
more exhausting on a day-to-day basis than the emotionally heavy clinical work of euthanasia
or delivering bad news. This ranking is particularly pronounced in experienced practitioners,
whereas students and early-career professionals often perceive clinical decisions and client
communication as more stressful.’

The Role of Personality in Stress Perception

The ranking of documentation as a stressor is further influenced by the personality traits of
those who enter the profession. Veterinary team members, on average, score higher in
neuroticism than both veterinarians and the general population.? Neuroticism is a core



predictor of low wellbeing, poor mental health, and burnout, as individuals with high levels of
this trait may respond more acutely to environmental stressors like documentation backlogs
or complex electronic health record (EHR) interfaces.® For a perfectionistic professional—a
trait common in the veterinary community—the inability to complete medical records to an
idealized standard before leaving the clinic creates a state of chronic psychological tension.™
This "moral stress" occurs when external factors, such as excessive workload or lack of time,
prevent a veterinarian from fulfilling what they perceive as their professional and ethical
obligation to maintain thorough records."

The Quantitative Burden: Time Allocation and Volume

The sheer volume of documentation required in modern practice has grown exponentially,
driven by advancements in medicine, consumer expectations for transparency, and a more
stringent regulatory environment. This growth has direct implications for the daily schedule
and the intrusion of work into personal life.

Increases in Administrative Workload

The longitudinal trend for administrative work is one of consistent growth. In surveys of
practitioners conducted between 2024 and 2025, not a single respondent reported a
decrease in administrative work over recent years.® Instead, 64% stated that their workload
had doubled, and nearly 30% reported a slight increase.® The drivers for this increase are
primarily regulatory, with new laws requiring more detailed logs for medication dispensing,
antimicrobial usage (AMU), and hazardous waste management.®

Task Type Weekly Time Allocation Unpaid Labor Percentage
(Mode)

Prescribing and Dispensing 4-6 hours (up to >10 hours) High (Often non-billable)

AMU Documentation 1-3 hours High
Pharmacy Record Keeping 1-3 hours High
Insurance-Related Tasks <1 hour Moderate
Business/Financial Admin 4-10 hours High

A significant proportion of this administrative work is unpaid. Data suggests that 33% of
veterinarians consider 76-100% of their administrative tasks to be uncompensated, as these
tasks often occur after the client has left and are difficult to bill directly. This lack of financial



return on administrative time contributes to the perception among 92% of veterinarians that
they are overstressed and undervalued.”

The "Pajama Time" Metric

The most visible manifestation of the documentation burden is the phenomenon of "pajama
time," defined as clinical charting performed outside of standard working hours (typically
before 7 AM, after 5:30 PM, or on weekends).'® In the context of the Triple Aim of
healthcare—improving patient care, improving health, and reducing costs—the Fourth Aim
has become the protection of the clinician’s wellbeing, specifically against the encroachment
of digital charting into home life."

Physicians spend an estimated 1.4 to 1.5 hours of pajama time daily, amounting to
approximately six hours per week of after-hours EHR work.” In the veterinary field, this burden
is mirrored by clinicians spending multiple unpaid hours daily on charts and record keeping.”
This after-hours work is a primary predictor of the "exhaustion" subscale of burnout.” For
many veterinarians, the clinical day ends only to be replaced by a second shift of
documentation, which prevents the cognitive and emotional recovery necessary to prevent
compassion fatigue."

Practice Efficiency and Transaction Volume

Documentation stress is intimately tied to the volume of patients seen per day. The average
veterinary practice in 2024 saw 15 patients per day per veterinarian.? Highly efficient
practices can see up to 45% more daily appointments, but this efficiency is only sustainable if
the administrative load is managed through technology or support staff.? When veterinarians
spend 30 minutes per patient on clinical work and an additional 10-20 minutes on manual
documentation, the 40-45 hour work week desired by many becomes impossible.?* This
conflict is exacerbated by the fact that 65% of veterinarians feel their workload is consistently
excessive.”’

The Qualitative Experience: Technostress and EHR
Friction

The transition from paper records to Electronic Health Records (EHRs) has introduced a
specific form of strain known as technostress. While digital records offer improved data
accessibility and patient safety, they also present significant usability challenges that disrupt
clinical workflows.?®

Technostress Creators

The "double-edged sword" of EHR adoption involves several creators of technostress:



e Techno-Overload: EHRs often require more data entry than paper records, forcing
veterinarians to spend as much as two hours documenting for every hour of direct care in
some clinical settings."’

e Techno-Complexity: Non-intuitive interfaces and deep menu hierarchies increase the
cognitive load.? US physicians have rated their EHR usability in the bottom 9% of all
software systems, and there is little reason to believe veterinary-specific software is
significantly better.”’

e Techno-Invasion: The ability to access records from home via mobile devices or laptops
facilitates the "invasion" of professional duties into personal time."”

e Techno-Uncertainty: Rapid changes in software and the need for constant updates
create a sense of instability in the work routine."’

Fragmented Attention and Patient Interaction

A primary qualitative complaint regarding documentation is its impact on the patient-provider
relationship. Clinicians spend one-third to one-half of their day interacting with the computer
rather than the patient.” This results in "fragmented attention," where task-switching occurs
on average 1.4 times per minute.?’ In the exam room, the need to type or click can distract
from what both the provider and client perceive as the meaningful aspects of care."” This
friction is a significant source of professional dissatisfaction, as veterinarians often choose
the profession to work with animals and people, not computers.®

Comparative Analysis: Practice Types and Team Roles

The rank and impact of documentation as a stressor vary significantly depending on the
clinical setting and the specific role of the professional within the veterinary team.

General Practice vs. Emergency and Specialty Medicine

The stressors encountered by General Practitioners (GPs) and Emergency Practitioners (EPSs)
differ in nature but result in similar levels of moderate to high burnout across both groups.®*

Metric General Practitioners Emergency Practitioners
(GPs) (EPs)

Primary Stressor Workload and Scheduling * | Staffing and High Volume *

Documentation Context Longitudinal, Acute, diagnostic-intensive
wellness-focused * %




Overtime Frequency Higher due to schedule Lower but more intense
overruns * shifts *°

Clinical Exposure Chronic conditions, stable Trauma, euthanasia,
patients % distressed clients ¢

For GPs, documentation stress is often related to the high frequency of shorter appointments,
where the "switching cost" of charting for each new patient accumulates. For EPs, the stress
is related to the depth and legal defensibility of records in high-stakes, life-and-death
situations where client emotions and the risk of complaints are elevated.® Interestingly, while
EPs are exposed to more frequent patient death and negative news, GPs often report higher
burnout related to the relentless nature of the schedule and the inability to "finish" work.’

The Impact on Support Staff

The Merck studies revealed that veterinary technicians and support staff experience levels of
serious psychological distress (18.1%) nearly twice as high as veterinarians (9.7%)." Burnout is
also more prevalent among technicians (70%) than veterinarians (30-40%).”

One reason for this disparity is the "shunting" of administrative burden. To alleviate the digital
burden on veterinarians, documentation tasks are often handed off to technicians or
assistants.*?> While this may provide short-term relief for the DVM, it increases the workload
for staff members who are already performing high-intensity clinical duties, thereby
reassigning rather than eliminating the burnout.® Veterinary assistants and customer service
representatives (CSRs) report the lowest levels of "flourishing” in the profession, largely
because they manage the front-line friction of paperwork and client complaints regarding
fees and policies.”

Documentation, Burnout, and the Path to Attrition

Chronic stress from documentation and administrative workload is a direct precursor to
burnout, which in turn leads to attrition and a self-perpetuating cycle of staffing shortages.

Mechanisms of Burnout

Burnout in veterinary medicine is characterized by overwhelming exhaustion, increased
cynicism, and a reduced sense of professional efficacy.*® Documentation directly fuels these
dimensions:

1. Energy Depletion: The "pajama time" required to stay current with records prevents the
sleep and leisure time necessary to recharge.

2. Mental Distance: Technostress and the "double-edged sword" of EHRs create a barrier
between the veterinarian and the purpose of their work, leading to cynicism about

"meaningless bureaucracy".*



3. Reduced Efficacy: Manual data entry is prone to errors, particularly when performed
under conditions of fatigue. "Sloppy and paste" errors account for over 36% of data entry
mistakes, which can jeopardize patient safety and lead to professional self-doubt.*

The Financial Cost of Attrition

The economic impact of documentation-induced burnout is staggering. Estimates suggest
that burnout costs the U.S. veterinary profession between $1 billion and $2 billion annually in
lost revenue.*® Much of this cost is associated with clinician turnover. The cost of replacing a
veterinarian is approximately two to three times their annual salary, or about $104,000 per
incident.*® For a healthcare system, losing just one physician to burnout can hit finances by
over $1 million when recruitment, onboarding, and lost billings are considered.*’

Workforce Attrition Data Statistic

DVMs considering leaving 40% ™

Primary reasons for leaving Mental Health (33%), Work-Life Balance
(27%) *'

Average turnover for technicians 79.3% of practices ¥’

Median turnover cost (DVM) $104,000 #¢

Median turnover cost (Tech) $59,000 “¢

Mitigating Documentation Stress: Current Solutions
and Future Outlook

Recognizing that documentation is a primary daily stressor, the profession has begun to
explore systemic solutions rather than relying solely on individual resilience.

Technological Innovations and Al Scribes

The implementation of generative Al and ambient listening software represents the most
significant shift in documentation management in decades. These tools securely record
patient-client conversations and use LLMs to generate clinical notes, discharge instructions,
and referral letters.'

e Efficiency Gains: Al scribes can reduce documentation time by 75%, saving clinicians
10-20 hours per week.*’ This effectively eliminates "pajama time" for many users.?




e Burnout Reduction: Users of ambient Al report a 40% reduction in note-typing time and
82% feel less time pressure during visits.°

e Clinical Accuracy: Digital scribes reduce the risk of omissions and the reliance on
"copy-paste" shortcuts, which are major sources of documentation errors.*

The Role of Administrative Support and Scribes

In addition to Al, the use of human scribes (either in-person or virtual) has shown success in
alleviating EHR burdens. Scribes can reduce total EHR time by an average of 5.5 minutes per
appointment.*? Furthermore, 65% of physicians reported that using a scribe improved their
personal wellbeing.*? In the veterinary context, redistributing tasks to a dedicated
scribe—rather than a technician who is already overtasked—allows the clinical team to

practice "at the top of their license".*?

Organizational and Cultural Shifts

Long-term mitigation of documentation stress requires organizational changes.
Recommendations from the 25 by 5 Symposium include reducing documentation burden by
75% through regulatory simplification and improved EHR design.* In the veterinary practice,
creating a "moral climate" where team members can discuss workload challenges and ethical
dilemmas provides social support that mitigates the impact of chronic stress." Strategies
such as implementing standard operating procedures (SOPs) for client communication and
setting firm boundaries for after-hours work are essential for retaining staff.*’

Synthesis of Findings

Medical documentation and charting rank as the most frequent and burdensome daily
stressor for veterinary professionals, consistently outranking clinical challenges and
animal-related trauma in terms of time consumption and perceived workload.' While it is a
secondary predictor of severe mental health crises compared to financial insecurity, its role as
a primary driver of chronic exhaustion and professional burnout cannot be understated.? The
"pajama time" necessitated by current documentation requirements directly undermines
work-life balance and is a leading cause of the current attrition crisis in the profession.'™

The ranking of documentation as a stressor is not static but has intensified over the last
decade as regulatory and consumer demands have doubled the administrative load.? For the
veterinary profession to remain sustainable, the burden of documentation must be addressed
through a combination of technological adoption (such as ambient Al), strategic task
redistribution, and systemic regulatory simplification. The focus must shift from expecting
individual veterinarians to "work harder" to providing them with the "smart, efficient systems"
required to focus on their primary mission: the care and welfare of animals.”

The economic cost of failing to address this burden—approaching $2 billion annually in the



U.S. alone—provides a clear mandate for change.*® As the profession moves toward 2030, the
ability to minimize documentation friction will likely be the single most important factor in
determining which practices are able to attract and retain the next generation of veterinary
talent. The future of veterinary medicine depends on reclaiming the time currently lost to the

computer and restoring it to the patient and the clien
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