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Zusammenfassung  
Der Beruf des Tierarztes bzw. der Tierärztin hat sich in Deutschland von einer Männerdomäne zu 
einem überwiegend weiblichen Beruf gewandelt, was den globalen Trends entspricht. Dennoch sind 
Frauen nach wie vor mit Lohnunterschieden und eingeschränkten Aufstiegsmöglichkeiten konfrontiert. 
Das deutsche Mutterschutzgesetz (MuSchG) von 2018, das die Weiterbeschäftigung während der 
Schwangerschaft unterstützen soll, führt häufig zu Verbotsverfügungen, da Arbeitgebende Risiken 
vermeiden wollen, was Personalmangel und Stress verschärft. Basierend auf qualitativen Interviews mit 
Tierärztinnen, deren Schwangerschaften mindestens vier Jahre zurückliegen, ergab diese Studie, dass 
die meisten weiterarbeiten wollten, und befürchteten, durch ein Beschäftigungsverbot ihre berufliche 
Identität zu verlieren. Da sie sich über die gesetzlichen Anforderungen unsicher waren, verhängten 
Arbeitgebende häufig Verbote, insbesondere in Berufen mit häufigem Tierkontakt. Dieser Verlust der 
Selbstbestimmung veranlasste die Frauen zu Bewältigungsstrategien wie einem Berufswechsel oder der 
Verschleierung ihrer Schwangerschaft. Trotz der Schutzabsichten verstärken strenge Gesetze und 
Unsicherheiten somit die externe Kontrolle und untergraben die berufliche Identität und 
Zugehörigkeitsgefühl der Frauen, die sich um den direkten Kontakt mit Tieren herum aufgebaut hat. 
 

Schlagworte 
Tierärztin, Tiermedizin, Arbeit, berufliche Identität, Mutterschaftsurlaub, qualitative Methoden, 
Beschäftigungsverbot, Deutschland  
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Abstract 
The veterinary profession in Germany has shifted from male-dominated to largely female, reflecting 
global trends. Yet women still face pay gaps and limited career advancement. The 2018 amended 
German Maternity Protection Act (MuSchG), intended to support continued work during pregnancy, 
often leads to prohibition notices as employers avoid risks, which is worsening staff shortages and 
stress. Based on qualitative interviews with female veterinarians whose pregnancies occurred at least 
four years ago, this study found whilst most wished to keep working, they feared losing their 
professional identity. Uncertain about legal requirements, employers frequently imposed bans, 
especially in roles with frequent animal contact. This loss of self-determination prompted coping 
strategies for the women such as career changes or concealing pregnancy. Thus, despite protective aims, 
rigid legislation and uncertainty reinforces external control and undermines women’s professional 
identity and sense of belonging built around direct animal contact. 
 

Keywords 
veterinarian, veterinary medicine, work, professional identity, maternal leave, qualitative methods, 
employment ban, Germany  
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1. Introduction 
The veterinary profession in Germany has 
undergone significant demographic shifts over 
recent decades, particularly concerning gender 
distribution. As a historically male-dominated 
field, the veterinarian profession in Germany has 
seen a substantial increase in female 
participation. As of 2024, approximately 71 
percent of veterinarians in Germany were female 
(Bundestierärztekammer e. V. 2024; Statistisches 
Bundesamt 2024). This trend mirrors global 
patterns, with countries such as the United 
Kingdom and the United States reporting similar 
feminisation within the profession (Federation 
of Veterinarians of Europe 2023). Hence, 
veterinary medicine has been an academic field 
dominated by females for decades (Baumgärtel 
2016) with annual female enrolment numbers 
circling around 87 percent in German 
universities for the last 25 years (Statistisches 
Bundesamt 2024).  

The increasing presence of women in 
veterinary academia over decades has led to 
notable changes in educational environments. 
Female students now represent the majority in 
veterinary programmes, influencing both 
curriculum development and pedagogical 
approaches. However, despite higher enrolment 
numbers, challenges persist. Studies indicate that 
female veterinarians often experience disparities 
in income and career advancement opportunities 
compared to their male counterparts. For 
instance, in Germany, female practice owners 
earned 25 percent less per hour than male 
practice owners (Kersebohm et al. 2017). 
Furthermore, women are underrepresented in 
leadership positions within academic and 
professional settings, suggesting the presence of 
a ‘glass ceiling’ effect (Ohlendieck 2003) in 
veterinary medicine, hindering them from major 
career steps and continuing working in the field 
at all. 

Data also suggests that the female share of 
veterinarians decreases with increasing age 

according to the age distribution statistics by the 
German Veterinarian Chamber. The greatest 
drop-out happens between the switch of the age 
groups 30–39 years and 40–49 years with a 
decrease of up to ten percent (Platt and Freytag 
2024). This brings up a significant question – 
where do all those skilled female veterinarians 
go?  

Veterinary medicine is, however, a field with 
various areas of work ranging from animal health 
care professionals working the curative practice, 
to being part of sectors such as public health, 
regulatory medicine and food safety, biomedical 
research, veterinary education or the 
pharmaceutical industry. 

Additionally, veterinarians working curative 
practice inhabit very different workspaces as 
their patients range from fish and reptiles to 
small mammals, cats and dogs to horses, farm 
and zoo animals. Most of the general 
veterinarians will narrow their interests further to 
either farm animals, equine or companion 
animals (Bundestierärztekammer e. V. n.d.). 

Depending on the animal species and the 
institution (practice or clinic), the working 
conditions are diverse: whereas a small animal 
veterinarian will usually receive patients in-
house, a large animal veterinarian will drive to the 
patient with a mobile practice, unless they are 
employed in a hospital. The main hazards for a 
general veterinarian are animal bites and kicks, 
contact to zoonotic pathogens and sharp objects, 
danger of slipping, standing and sitting in 
unphysiological postures (Jeyaretnam and Jones 
2000; Epp and Waldner 2012; Kozak et al. 2012). 
Working with large animals in particular involves 
considerable physical strain and night and 
weekend shifts represent an additional burden 
(Jensen et al. 2022).  

Veterinarians working in the meat inspection 
industry will usually be posted in abattoirs, 
examining the animal before and the carcass after 
slaughtering. Usual tasks involve the detection of 
evidence of disease or other abnormal 
conditions. Furthermore, they play a role in the 
surveillance of food hygiene. Their main 
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occupational hazards include the contact to 
possibly infectious material (e.g. blood), sharp 
objects and danger of slipping (Nienhaus et al. 
2005; Kozak et al. 2012).  

Another major occupational group is the 
official veterinarians who are employed by the 
administrative district office or the city. They are 
responsible for animal protection, animal 
epidemic control and food control. Their list of 
tasks usually combines office and field work, e.g. 
inspecting farms, kennels or breeding facilities 
(Bundestierärztekammer e. V. n.d.).  

Based on the maternity protection act, a 
preliminary risk assessment is required for each 
workplace that can be resorted to upon notice of 
pregnancy. Based on this analysis, a decision can 
be made as to whether it is still possible to 
responsibly continue an employment 
relationship during pregnancy or breastfeeding. 
In 2018, the German Maternity Protection Act 
was slightly amended with the intention to 
facilitate and promote continued employment of 
pregnant and breastfeeding employees, including 
an anti-discrimination clause. The intended goal 
was to keep the pregnant or breastfeeding 
employee in the business by rearranging their 
workplace if needed or assigning them to another 
suitable workplace.  

The decision whether a rearrangement or 
relocation is necessary, is based on the risk 
assessment. As a result, an employment can be 
partly or fully restrained if a reorganisation of the 
workplace is impossible by the implementation 
of a (partial) employment ban. In this case, 
employers get reimbursed for the wages through 
health insurance. As stated above, veterinary 
medicine offers diverse work areas resulting in a 
broad spectrum of occupational hazards that can 
be potentially harmful to the mother or her 
unborn child. Consequently, risk assessments in 
veterinary medicine can range in all levels of 
complexity. That could be one of the reasons for 
the deficiency in particularised risk assessments 
in veterinary businesses making a transformation 
of the workspace upon disclosure of pregnancy 
virtually impossible (Bundesverband angestellter 
Tierärzte e. V. n.d.).  

However progressive the idea behind the 
amendment of 2018 may have been, studies in 
human medicine have shown that it encourages 
a zero-risk-approach among employers leading 
to the infliction of a (partial) employment ban 
(Deutscher Ärztinnenbund e. V. 2021; Puhahn-
Schmeiser et al. 2023). Additionally, pregnant 
medical staff is being reassigned for tasks that are 
irrelevant to their career (ibid.). The removal of 
skilled medical workers from the labour market 
has been proven to add to the shortage in skilled 
workforce in the medical sector (Fedder et al. 
2022). Additionally, the so-induced loss of self-
determination has a considerable impact on 
mental well-fare (Hube et al. 2022). While 
multiple studies around the employment ban 
have been conducted in human medicine (Weis-
Müller et al. 2016; Seidler et al. 2017; Ochmann 
et al. 2021; Darius et al. 2023), unfortunately, 
little is known about the current situation in 
veterinary medicine.  

Therefore, this study aimed to establish a 
basis for this subject matter. Is it possible that the 
inflictions of employment bans occur to 
flippantly? Does the management of pregnant 
and breastfeeding employees differ according to 
the professional field’s domains? How do 
affected female veterinarians experience the 
infliction of an employment ban? What are the 
psychosocial and professional consequences for 
female veterinarians? 

And finally: Could the inflictions have an 
impact on the shortage of skilled workers in the 
field of veterinary?  

2. Theoretical framework – 
Gender, choice of profession, 
and professional identity 

To research the complex and multifaced field of 
veterinarians, we employ a constructivist 
theoretical framework (Berger and Luckmann 
2012) on the trias of gender, professional choice, 
and the formation of professional identity. 

The intricate relationship between gender, 
professional choice, and the formation of 
professional identity has been extensively 
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examined within sociological discourse, 
particularly through the lens of symbolic 
interactionism (Blumer 1969). This theoretical 
framework posits that individuals construct their 
identities through social interactions, 
continuously interpreting and reinterpreting the 
meanings of these interactions within specific 
cultural and institutional contexts. In this regard, 
gender is understood not as a fixed biological 
attribute but as a dynamic social construct that 
profoundly influences, and is influenced by, 
one’s professional environment (Lewis 2004). 

Empirical studies have illuminated the 
significant role gender plays in shaping career 
trajectories and professional identities: For 
instance, research focusing on social workers 
practising as counsellors and psychotherapists 
revealed distinct gendered patterns in career 
development (Vieira et al. 2017). Women in this 
field often gravitate towards roles with a strong 
clinical emphasis, integrating responsibilities 
such as management, supervision, and training. 
They frequently express the necessity of 
balancing professional duties with familial 
obligations, reflecting traditional societal 
expectations placed upon women. Conversely, 
men in the same profession are more inclined 
towards management positions and feel a 
pronounced duty to provide for their families, 
especially after the birth of a child. These 
divergent pathways underscore the pervasive 
influence of gendered expectations on 
professional identity formation (ibid.). 

The social construction of gender roles 
significantly informs the development of 
professional identities. Societal norms and 
expectations often delineate ‘appropriate’ 
professions for different genders, leading to 
occupational segregation. This segregation not 
only perpetuates gender stereotypes but also 
reinforces the association of certain professions 
with specific gender identities. For example, 
caregiving roles are traditionally linked to 
femininity, while leadership positions are 
associated with masculinity. Such associations 
can influence individuals’ perceptions of suitable 
career choices and impact their professional self-
concept (Sánchez-Moreno et al. 2023). 

The concept of ‘doing gender’ (West and 
Zimmerman 1987) further elucidates how 
individuals actively perform and reinforce gender 
roles within professional settings. This 
performance is context-dependent and involves 
managing conduct in line with normative 
conceptions of attitudes and activities 
appropriate for one’s sex category. In male-
dominated professions, women may navigate 
complex dynamics to align their professional 
identity with prevailing masculine norms, often 
balancing authenticity with conformity to 
institutional expectations (Li 2021). 

Institutional structures and cultural narratives 
also contribute to the construction of 
professional identities. Hegemonical masculinity 
(Connell 1995), for instance, establishes a 
standard of acceptable behaviour for men and 
simultaneously serves as a product of men’s 
behaviour. This dynamic can marginalise 
alternative expressions of professional identity 
and perpetuate gender disparities within various 
fields. Consequently, individuals may internalise 
these norms, shaping their professional 
aspirations and self-perceptions (Connell and 
Messerschmidt 2005). 

In the context of health professions, gender 
differences in professional identity perceptions 
have been observed among undergraduate 
students. A study comparing students in 
predominantly female (health) and male 
(engineering) courses found that gendered 
perceptions of professional identity are evident 
even at the educational stage (Vieira et al. 2017). 
These perceptions can influence career choices 
and the development of professional identities, 
further reinforcing occupational segregation 
(ibid.). 

As Baumgärtel (2016) outlined, the choice to 
study veterinary medicine is mainly based on the 
possibility for animal contact. In order to 
become a veterinary professional and reach the 
goal of animal contact, an overall mentally and 
physically demanding educational path must be 
followed (Hafen et al. 2008). After successfully 
completing academic training, ideally, a primary 
occupational self-identity has been formed 
(Tomlinson and Jackson 2019). Occupational 
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self-identity is commonly defined as identifying 
oneself with the acquired profession and the 
occupational group (Crossley and Vivekananda-
Schmidt 2009). Among others, professional self-
identity is formed by demographic, social and 
personality factors (Chamberlain et al. 2005). In 
higher education, it is shaped by both the 
curriculum and the actual work in the designated 
profession (Kaartinen‐Koutaniemi and 
Lindblom‐Ylänne 2008). According to 
Armitage-Chan and May (2019), veterinary 
students that enter the professional world are 
prone to experiencing an identity crisis due to the 
difference between their very own conception of 
the veterinary identity and the possible identities 
presented to them in the veterinary world. In 
multiple studies concerning the education of 
different types of medical professionals, patient 
contact was defined as a major determinant 
(Chamberlain et al. 2005); Crossley and 
Vivekananda-Schmidt 2009; Noble et al. 2014). 
Concerning veterinary medicine, animal contact 
plays a pivotal role (Baumgärtel 2016). 

Symbolical interactionism (Blumer 1962) 
provides a valuable framework for 
understanding these dynamics, emphasising the 
fluid and negotiated nature of identity within 
social interactions. Through this lens, 
professional identity is not a statical attribute but 
an ongoing process of interpretation and 
redefinition, shaped by the interplay of individual 
agency and structural constraints. This 
perspective highlights the importance of 
considering the broader social and cultural 
contexts in which professional identities are 
formed and enacted. 

Therefore, we regard the formation of a 
professional identity as a complex process 
influenced by gendered social constructions, 
institutional norms, and individual agency. 
Understanding this process requires a nuanced 
analysis that accounts for the dynamical interplay 
between these factors, recognising the role of 
social interactions in shaping professional 
identities within specific cultural and institutional 
contexts. 

3. Methodology 
This article analyses the experiences of 14 female 
veterinarians on the aspects of pregnancy and 
breastfeeding in their professional lives as a part 
of starting a family in Germany.  

Our main research goal was to determine the 
implementation (or a lack thereof) of a 
prohibition notice required by law and the 
resulting consequences for the female 
veterinarians. More detailed, we were interested 
in the effect on the career as well as emotional 
aspects. Therefore, we chose a qualitative 
approach that allows for an in-depth exploration 
of personal experiences, perceptions, and the 
nuanced realities that structured methods might 
overlook. Even though other professions are 
prone to similar effects stemming from the 
maternal employment ban (e.g. female 
physicians, see Puhahn-Schmeiser et al. 2023), 
we focus our empirical work solely on the 
veterinary profession due to its rather unique 
settings: female veterinaries are (1) in an 
academic professional field with (2) an ongoing 
demand for highly educated professionals 
(Fedder et al. 2022) and (3) among students in 
Germany, female make up the majority 
(Bundestierärztekammer e. V. 2024; Statistisches 
Bundesamt 2024). These three factors are, to our 
best knowledge, particularly and to their 
specifical extent only observable for the 
veterinary profession and therefore provide us 
with an empirical magnifying glass for effects of 
gender, gendered law and organisation in gainful 
employment. By doing so, we longed to shed 
light on the gender regime in the veterinary 
profession and advance knowledge on gender in 
the professional context. 

Semi-structured interviews offer a balance 
between guided questioning and open-ended 
responses, enabling participants to share their 
stories in their own words while allowing 
researchers to probe deeper into specific areas of 
interest (Gall et al. 2003). This flexibility is 
particularly valuable when examining complex 
issues such as employment bans, where 
individual experiences may vary widely (Adeoye-
Olatunde and Olenik 2021). By facilitating a 
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conversational environment, interviewees can 
express their feelings, thoughts, and reactions 
more freely, leading to richer and more 
comprehensive data. The focus lies on the 
individuals’ stories about their lives and 
experiences (Cohen and Crabtree 2008). This 
approach is instrumental in understanding how 
female veterinarians perceive and make sense of 
employment bans, how these bans have 
impacted their career trajectories, and the 
emotional responses elicited. Through their 
narratives, participants can convey the 
chronological sequence of events, contextual 
factors, and personal interpretations that have 
shaped their professional and emotional 
journeys. 

The feasibility of this method is further 
supported by its successful application in similar 
research contexts. For instance, a qualitative 
study exploring the perceived effects of 
veterinarians’ work on their mental health 
employed semi-structured interviews to gather 
in-depth insights into participants’ lived 
experiences. The interviews, lasting between up 
to two hours, provided a platform for 
veterinarians to discuss the multifaceted impacts 
of their work on their mental well-being 
(Campbell et al. 2023). The problem-centred 
aspect of these interviews focuses on specific 
issues—in this case, the employment ban—and 
examines them from the participants’ 
perspectives. This approach facilitates a 
comprehensive understanding of how the ban is 
implemented in various settings and its direct 
and indirect consequences on female 
veterinarians. By centring the discussion on the 
problem, researchers can delve into the 
intricacies of policy enforcement, workplace 
dynamics, and individual coping mechanisms 
(Witzel 2000). 

This method’s feasibility is further supported 
by its successful application in similar research 
contexts. For instance, a qualitative study 
exploring why veterinarians leave clinical practice 
utilised semi-structured interviews to gain 
insights into personal and work-related factors 
influencing their decisions. The study revealed 
that a combination of personal circumstances 

and workplace experiences contributed to their 
departure, highlighting the value of this interview 
method in uncovering complex, multifaceted 
issues (Arbe Montoya et al. 2021). 

In examining the effects of employment bans, 
semi-structured, problem-centred interviews can 
uncover how such policies influence female 
veterinarians’ career decisions, opportunities, 
and progression. Participants can discuss 
challenges they faced, such as barriers to career 
advancement, changes in job roles, or shifts in 
professional identity resulting from the ban. 
Moreover, these interviews may reveal systemic 
issues within the profession, such as gender 
biases or structural barriers, that may be 
exacerbated by employment restrictions and the 
work environment of veterinarians. 

Furthermore, the problem-centred nature of 
these interviews enabled us to capture the 
temporal dimension of participants’ experiences, 
illustrating how the effects of employment bans 
evolve over time. This longitudinal perspective 
can provide insights into the long-term 
consequences of such policies on careers and 
emotional health, informing the development of 
support mechanisms and policy interventions. 

This approach facilitates a comprehensive 
understanding of both, the career-related and 
emotional consequences of such policies, 
providing valuable insights that can inform 
future research, policy development, and support 
initiatives within the veterinary profession. To do 
so, we published a call for participation in the 
specialist journal Deutsches Tierärzteblatt. To 
receive a more protracted view on the matter, we 
chose to advertise for participants whose (first) 
pregnancy dated back at least four years. Since 
veterinarians can work in many different 
occupational areas, we determined four main 
professional fields of interest, which contained 
approximately 94 percent of the occupational 
active veterinarians in Germany in 2022 
(Bundestierärztekammer e. V. 2023). The 
advertisement was aimed at employees working 
as veterinarians in the curative practice, the 
industry, the veterinary office or in research 
during pregnancy and/or breastfeeding. 
Furthermore, we were looking for the 
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experiences of self-employed veterinarians in the 
curative practice as they are not subject to the 
same laws as employees concerning the German 
Occupational Safety and Health Act and the 
Maternity Protection Act. For this article, the 
personal experiences of pregnancy and 
breastfeeding as a self-employed veterinarian are 
excluded due to their specifically constrained 
perspectives. However, their views on 
employees’ pregnancies and nursing periods will 
be included in this article as they offer an 
important perspective to the whole topic. 

As we planned on conducting qualitative 
problem-centred interviews, we were looking for 
about 2-3 participants per field of interest. At this 
point, we missed the fact that one participant 
could offer information about more than one 
field, as there was the probability of undergoing 
more pregnancies while employed in different 
fields of interest. Therefore, some participants 
were able to share their experiences in more than 
one occupational field.  

Sixty-seven female veterinarians responded to 
the research advertisement. Due to the high 
number in responses, we desisted from placing 
any more advertisements. We selected the 
appropriate candidates based on the 
predetermined requirements stated above. 
Women who consented on participating also 
were asked to submit a signed data privacy 
statement. The semi-structured interviews (n=16) 
with a duration of up to two hours were 
conducted by the first author via video calling 
software (Zoom Workplace) in March and April 
2023. Participants were asked about their 
experiences during their veterinary studies, their 
labour conditions, the reaction to and the 
consequences of their pregnancy announcement 
at work, as well as their professional situation as 
mothers. The interviews were recorded locally on 
the researcher’s computer. The recording and 
verbatim transcription of the interviews was 
conducted with the explicit consent of the 
participants. 

To analyse the interview transcripts, we chose 
a thematic analysis. The thematic analysis is a 
strategy used as an approach to qualitative data 
interpretation by identifying, analysing, and 

disclosing patterns or so-called themes within 
(Castleberry and Nolen 2018). It delivers 
methodical approaches for generating codes and 
themes and is only guided by the research 
question which can progress throughout the 
process (Berger-Grabner 2022). After 
transcription, the data was deconstructed by 
identifying key features through a coding 
process. This approach revealed several aspects 
that were not initially considered in the research 
question. The codes were then reorganised into 
themes, forming main thematical groups for 
further analysis. To enhance data visualization, a 
summary grid was used to summarise the 
themes, which were subsequently compiled into 
summary spreadsheets for a final round of 
abstraction. Data interpretation occurred both 
during and after this process. 

Demographical information was collected in 
the beginning of and during the ongoing 
interview. At the time of the interviews, the 
participants lived in 7 different federal states and 
were mothers of one or two children born 
between 2010 and 2022. Two of the participants 
were currently pregnant with their second 
respectively third child. Seven of the participants 
held a doctorate in veterinary medicine and 2 
were qualified veterinary specialists. More than 
half of the participants worked part-time, while 2 
were self-employed and one currently 
unemployed. The German legal differentiation 
between part-time and full-time labour is made 
by the mean working hours of all full-time 
employees. Every labour that includes fewer 
working hours than the work time of comparable 
employees in full-time labour is considered as 
part-time (Statistisches Bundesamt n.d.).  

This study has been conducted as a 
collaboration between two distinct fields of 
expertise: veterinary science and social science. 
While author 1 mainly works as a general 
veterinarian, author 3 is a habilitated sociologist 
in academia. Author 2 works as a veterinary 
professor in a leading academical position. 
During each phase of the project, we met to 
discuss the different aspects to the research 
involving both professions. While author 3 
provided meaningful insight into and advised on 
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sociological practices relevant for this research, 
authors 1 and 2 shared their veterinary expertise 
of job-related issues on a regular basis. As 
quantitative methods are commonly used in the 
natural sciences, this interdisciplinary 
collaboration provided an opportunity to adopt 
a distinctive approach to data collection and 
analysis, yielding broader insights than those 
typically achieved through purely quantitative 
research. The value of interdisciplinary 
collaboration is not a novel concept and has 
already garnered significant attention (Coccia 
and Wang 2016). Interdisciplinary collaboration 
is highly valued by researchers for its adaptability 
and broad applicability (Leahey 2016). “The 
integration (or synthesis) of ideas, methods, and 
data from distinct disciplines has been a 
transformative force in science”, as Hackett and 
Rhoten (2009) state. 

4. Empirical Results and 
Discussion – The Importance of 
Curative Practice for Vets 

Based on the analysis, three key themes emerged 
from the interviews: (1) the desire for continued 
veterinary employment during pregnancy; (2) a 
loss of self-determination resulting from 
enforced employment restrictions; and (3) how 
female veterinarians managed their self-
determination via exit strategies. 

4.1 Continuation of labour 
For many female veterinarians interviewed, it 
was important to continue to work during 
pregnancy or while breastfeeding. The following 
chapters shall shed some light on some of our 
corresponding empirical findings. For this 
porpoise quotes from the interviews were 
translated from German verbatim by the first 
author. Interviewed veterinarians were assigned 
pseudonyms based on their current or most 
recent field of work, number of pregnancies, 
employment status (employed or self-employed), 
and any additional designation.  

4.1.1 Employees’ standpoints 
When asked about their desire to continue 
working during pregnancy, responses varied 
significantly based on the occupational field. 
Notably, all but one participant expressed a 
strong willingness to remain employed and 
openly communicated their intentions to their 
employers. As the German Maternity Protection 
Act and the Occupational Safety and Health Act 
impose significant constraints on the veterinary 
tasks during pregnancy and breastfeeding, 
concerned employees working the curative 
practice offered to shift their expertise to more 
administrative assignments. The primary 
concern was the fear of losing connection to 
their job and colleagues, leading to an externally 
imposed disconnection from their professional 
identity. However, all employers refused this 
concern. Some of the given arguments recited by 
the employed women were: 

• In case of a veterinary emergency the 
risk of intervention by and therefore 
endangerment of the pregnant employee 
is far too high 

• Veterinarians are overqualified and 
therefore too costly to be assigned solely 
to administrative tasks. 

“And then he basically weeded me out, so to speak.”, 
I.21AZ described her experience after expressing 
the wish to continue working during pregnancy 
to her employer.  
Women working in industrial, governmental 
(excl. meat inspection) or research facilities were 
all allowed to continue working after disclosing 
their pregnancy. Veterinarians working in the 
industry primarily handled administrative duties 
and lecturing responsibilities, often involving 
carrying degrees of travel. As the pregnancy 
advanced, tasks shifted to increased stationary 
work therefore reducing time spent on travels. 
The workload of an official veterinarian usually 
composes of office work, the examination of 
animals and facility inspection. All participants 
were eager to remain working aforesaid tasks, 
being especially clear about not wanting to be 
solely appointed desk work. Legally speaking, 
direct contact with animals was the main 
hazardous task in their line of work. As official 
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veterinarians always work in pairs for legal 
reasons, the close-contact tasks got shifted to the 
non-pregnant partner thus enabling the pregnant 
employee to have points of contact with live 
animals with a reduced risk of injury and/or 
infection. All participants employed at research 
facilities were able to continue their tasks. Either 
they were not at risk as their line of work didn’t 
require laboratory work or they made use of an 
exit strategy and were therefore able to continue 
their research unimpaired. In this case, the exit 
strategy was a non-disclosure of the pregnancy 
until the professional time was right. 

Veterinarians working as meat inspectors in 
slaughterhouses are subjects to a highly 
hazardous environment, meaning they are at 
high risk to get in contact with infectious material 
(e.g. blood or other bodily fluids), hazardous 
situations and/or objects (e.g. slippery floors, 
sharp objects) and dangerous animals (Fehlhaber 
2014). The job description therefore checks all 
the boxes on the “list of hazardous and 
forbidden tasks during pregnancy by law”. 
Consequently, official veterinary inspectors are 
usually banned from work by hundred percent. 
Only one veterinarian expressed the wish not to 
continue working during pregnancy. She chose 
to get pregnant to get a break from her everyday 
work in the curative practice by counting on the 
implementation of an employment ban by her 
employer. 

Employment bans can and will also be 
inflicted after birth, when there is a substantial 
risk for the mother or the breastfed newborn 
which can be exposed to hazardous agents (e.g. 
toxins or pathogens) through breast milk. 
Exclusively breastfeeding in the first six months 
of life is a worldwide recommendation by the 
WHO that is being carried through the Western 
World (Perez-Escamilla et al. 2023). Accordingly, 
the German Maternity Protection Act states that 
the post-partial ban from employment is only 
applicable when breastfeeding is still the only 
nutritional source for the baby. German 
jurisdiction sets the cut-off date at the baby’s first 
birthday, unless there are medical reasons that 
say otherwise. There is still considerable 
disagreement regarding this article, as it does not 

provide clear guidance on how to properly 
implement the ruling. The common approach 
seems to be the infliction of an employment ban 
until the day before the baby’s first birthday 
demanding regular evidence of breastfeeding. 
This so-called proof is furnished by the delivery 
of a medical report, usually issued by the 
gynaecologist, stating that the woman in question 
is still breastfeeding. According to our 
participants, the assessment was conducted 
verbally by simply asking whether they were still 
breastfeeding. 

The wish for continuing working during 
breastfeeding right after birth was only present in 
one participant. As she was employed at a 
research facility, she was able to resume work 
shortly after giving birth. This was important “to 
stay in the game”, as she stated herself. Two 
veterinary curative practitioners resumed work 
after approximately six months of breastfeeding. 
Reaching the six months tag mattered to them as 
much as returning to their workplace as fast as 
possible.  

4.1.2 Employers’ standpoints 
In our case, all participants working as self-

employed veterinarians in the curative practice 
also employed other veterinarians and veterinary 
assistants. As a result, they were able to share 
their experiences and approaches to managing 
pregnant and/or breastfeeding employees. All 
agreed on the fact that the risks associated with 
the continued employment of a pregnant 
employee are often abstract and difficult to fully 
apprehend. They would in fact appreciate any 
form of support about the legal situation. 
Furthermore, all employers emphasised their 
apprehension about their potential co-
responsibility for a possible health impaction of 
the unborn. Additionally, addressing this matter 
with official institutions, like the German Federal 
Chamber of Veterinarians led to advice against 
the employment of pregnant employees due to 
zero-risk approaches. Employer P.52S stated:  

At the time, I was also in contact with the Chamber 
of Veterinary Surgeons and asked: What does it look 



Ulmer-Stein, Knubben-Schweizer, Jeanrenaud: Away From All Creatures Great and Small 

Gender(ed) Thoughts, Working Paper Series 2026, Volume 6 11 

like? She wanted to keep working. But I was 
explicitly advised against it. Because, and that was 
when I truly became fully aware of it, the responsibility 
would still lie with me if anything were to happen. 
Which is why, of course, I immediately put her on a 
professional employment ban. 

From a business perspective, running a business 
and employing parents demands a certain 
amount of flexibility. Parents, especially of young 
children, are more frequently missing work 
because of children’s sick days. As a workday in 
any medical field is already very unpredictable 
and therefore demands a readiness for changes, 
this adds to the requirement for flexibility in an 
employer or manager. 

Some employees openly asked for the 
imposition of an employment ban even though 
they initially spoke against it. In those cases, the 
employers’ hands were tied. Employees 
threatened to get a medical employment ban 
issued by their gynaecologists if the employers 
would not agree. Usually, gynaecologists issue 
those medical attests as they naturally are not well 
enough acquainted with the everyday work of 
every type of veterinary curative practitioner. In 
one case, the offer of an alternative workspace 
containing mainly administrative tasks, was 
denied by the employee. 

In contrast, one veterinary employer already 
had made a continued employment possible with 
multiple pregnant or breastfeeding employees. 
For the creation of a safe workspace, she used 
the help of the Employers’ Liability Insurance 
Association and discussed workable tasks the 
employee concerned. Given the current labour 
market conditions, having an employee who 
performs a reduced workload is still preferable to 
leaving a position entirely vacant. 

When asked about their wishes for the 
veterinary field as employers, they emphasised 
the need for greater understanding of their 
challenges and a level of flexibility comparable to 
what is expected of them. Additionally, they 
expressed a desire for more open 
communication regarding family planning, even 
though they are legally prohibited from inquiring 
about it.  

4.2 Self-determination  
All participants emphasised the importance of 
self-determination on the job when inquired 
about the ideal workplace during pregnancy and 
breastfeeding. Depending on the field of work, 
ideas of how a self-determined workplace should 
look like varied. 

Veterinarians working in practice found a 
reduced practical activity desirable, in which 
close contact to dangerous animals and agents 
was reduced to a minimum. Most importantly, 
this very reduction of allegedly hazardous 
activities is supposed to be determined by 
oneself, as all veterinarians are well educated in 
the handling of hazardous agents, animals and 
situations. Veterinarians employed in inspection 
offices and the industry expressed a desire for a 
greater flexibility in choosing their workplace, 
varying between office work at home and in-
house. Additionally, veterinary inspection 
officers sought the ability to independently 
reduce fieldwork involving direct animal contact 
while remaining some level of interaction with 
animals from a distance.  

The importance of self-determination was 
not contingent on the infliction of an 
employment ban. Nevertheless, an employment 
ban was imposed on all participants working in 
curative practice and slaughterhouses once they 
disclosed their pregnancy. The wish for self-
determination was supported by employers as 
well as government and research facilities. 
Veterinary employees were given the 
opportunity to express their preferred tasks, 
which employers sought to accommodate. 

The findings above clearly demonstrate that 
veterinarians are highly motivated to continue 
working during pregnancy. During their 
professional duties, it is essential that women 
have the right to determine which tasks they feel 
confident performing during pregnancy. Among 
similar statements by all veterinarians, P.22A of 
them said: 

Yes, well, you’re being patronised. Really. I mean, you 
should really be allowed to decide that for yourself. 

Women in this study solely expressed a wish for 
reduction of close animal contact, not its 
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absolute prohibition. For all veterinarians, no 
matter the professional path, the contact with 
animals played a pivotal role. By the infliction of 
a prohibition of employment, the animal contact 
is withdrawn. For the women in this study, it was 
irrelevant if the prohibition was actually 
implemented or still a long way off. As our 
research showed, women who were concerned 
with the management of pregnant veterinarians 
in their current field of work were aware of the 
fact that there would be a realistic possibility for 
the implementation of an employment ban once 
they would be expecting a child – during 
pregnancy and most certainly also during the first 
year of breastfeeding. The mere chance of the 
imposition urged the women to act upon the loss 
of self-determination by changing career paths 
precautionary. Hence, prohibition of 
employment led to a loss of animal contact either 
way. 

By removing this contact through 
implementing a prohibition of employment, the 
reason for passing through a demanding 
education is taken away. Furthermore, the reason 
for choosing this specific training route and 
becoming a veterinarian in the first place is 
removed. The essence is taken away. 

Once the academic education is completed, 
veterinarians continue their training in the real 
world leading to a continued shaping of their 
occupational identity. Through interactions with 
other professionals, clients and animals, the 
individual’s values and personal identity undergo 
a constant metamorphosis. After completing the 
early stages of their career, veterinarians 
ultimately form a more stable version of the 
occupational identity composed of a batch of 
values and priorities that are meaningful to the 
individual (Armitage-Chan and May 2019). 
Research showed that the engagement in 
meaningful occupation has a positive influence 
on an person’s wellbeing (Kielhofner et al. 2002). 
It substantially contributes to personal identity 
formation and self-esteem (Andrew et al. 2019). 
As soon as meaningful occupation is withdrawn, 
the occupational identity gets disrupted 
(Armitage-Chan and May 2019). 

Due to the withdrawal of the veterinarian 
from her workspace, a lack of belonging is 
created. The sense of belonging has proven to be 
one of the key elements regarding occupational 
well-being (Saraswati et al. 2019). Silver et al. 
(2024) states that belonging is “defined by the 
experience of personal involvement in a system 
where an individual feels valued, needed, and in 
alignment with the values or goals of a larger 
social group or institution”. A loss thereof can 
ultimately lead to employee-induced personnel 
reduction, also determined by increased suicidal 
tendencies (Duarte et al. 2020). 

Both the disruption of the occupational 
identity and the loss of the sense of belonging 
contribute to the feeling of loss of self-
determination as they emanate from the outside 
and therefore cannot be controlled by the 
individual. For this exact reason, veterinarians 
developed coping strategies aiding in exiting or 
even circumventing the loss of control that was 
imposed on them. 

4.3 Exit strategies 
To regain control over their own occupational 
fate and therefore reclaiming self-determination, 
veterinarians developed several exit strategies. 
Most of them led to a change of career within the 
veterinary sector. Some of them left the 
veterinary profession altogether. 

Veterinarians who concerned themselves 
with the implications of being pregnant in the 
veterinary field before conceiving a child were 
aware of the occupational consequences 
following the pregnancy announcement in their 
current positions. Their way of addressing the 
matter consisted of analysing company policy, 
observing the management of pregnant co-
workers and preparing mental pro and con lists 
concerning the compatibility of family and 
career. They established that their present 
position was inconsistent with raising a family 
due to long and unpredictable working hours, 
overtime hours without compensation, overall 
low pay and high-performance pressures. 
Regarding her career change, Ö.52AZ admitted:  
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The advantages of working for the public office are 
simply too great, actually […] I don’t have night 
shifts. The emergency weekend duties I do have are 
much more manageable […] And those are paid 
extra. 

Additionally, they observed that re-entering the 
workforce in part-time was rarely valued by 
colleagues and employers, frequently leading to 
the feeling of being a second-class employee. 
Additionally, the observation of company policy 
provided them with the possibility to assess the 
risk of a possible employment ban after a 
pregnancy announcement. The mere chance of 
the infliction provoked this group of women to 
act upon the loss of self-determination by 
changing career paths before starting a family. 
Consequently, they gained control and better 
compatibility of family and career. However, this 
decision made them, to a different extent, lose 
one of the essential elements of becoming a 
veterinarian - the animal contact. The gravity of 
the loss of animal contact was clearly expressed 
by I.12AZ:  

When I studied this, I hadn’t imagined that I would 
spend an entire day sitting at a desk […] And I 
really miss that. I genuinely was a veterinarian with 
heart and soul. I loved doing it very, very much. But 
the working hours were just brutal. 

Another group consisted of veterinarians who 
already found themselves in the situation of an 
executed prohibition of employment and were 
therefore attempting to cope with the loss of 
self-determination. Overall, their pregnancy 
announcements were not taken kindly. In an 
attempt to explain the overall reserved response 
by their employers, the collective rationalisation 
was the loss of one full-time employee in a time, 
when a shortage of skilled workers is a key 
challenge to business owners. By mentally 
expressing sympathy to their employers, 
individuals tried to make sense out of the 
changes in the relationship dynamics with their 
employers transitioning from amicable to distant. 
Some of the veterinarians even described 
suffering from a persisting depressed mood. 
I.21AZ stated: 

Looking back, I think it contributed a lot to me 
focusing on certain things during the pregnancy. […] 

I mean, I was slightly depressed, to be honest. […] 
But then I was sitting at home all day. And I mean, 
maybe for people who have a large circle of friends here 
already, or who are active because they’ve always lived 
here, it’s naturally easier. But for me — I mean, I 
knew a few people, but not that many. My husband 
worked all day, just like I had before. […] I really 
would have liked to do at least something. Anything 
at all. Even just administrative work, business-related 
tasks, entering things into a spreadsheet — whatever. 
I would have been happy to do that. And yes, that 
was difficult, I have to say, also psychologically. 

Additionally, their lacking engagement in work 
led to an increased societal pressure as this 
strongly collides with high German work ethics. 
Those perceptions are in accord with multiple 
studies that have described the effect of sudden 
unemployment on mental health. The loss of a 
job has numerous mental and physical 
consequences for those affected, including a 
reduction of self-esteem, sense of purpose and 
sense of control (Brand 2015). It does present a 
disruption of the individual’s daily structure, 
status and source of professional development as 
well as the social patterns of interactions (Brand 
2015). While prohibition of employment 
certainly did not include a termination of the 
labour contracts initially, some of the 
veterinarians in this group were concerned that 
this would be the next step following the phasing 
out of their dismissal protection 8-12 weeks 
post-partum. Many of them felt guilty towards 
their employers for unexpectedly stepping away, 
even though it was not their own choice. They 
believed that the prospect of not returning to 
their full-time position anytime soon made the 
situation more difficult, heightening the fear of 
being dismissed. I.21AZ shared her thoughts 
during the employment ban: 

What happens now? Will he take me back? Then my 
mind started racing — reading the legal regulations. 
What are my rights? What am I allowed to do? What 
am I not allowed to do? Up to what point do I have 
to disclose something? How does the whole thing have 
to be organised […]? 

For some, this initial fear eventually became a 
reality. After being dismissed Ö.42AZ described 
the change of her career path:  
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And then I thought, well, during this first year of 
breastfeeding I’ll just see whether any alternatives come 
up. Then I did another training course. […] And 
then I found a position in quality management […] 
in human medicine, and basically worked there for 
about a year. 

To retain control all along and not sacrificing the 
contact to animals, a third group evolved. 
Individuals in this group decided to conceal their 
pregnancy as long as possible and as long as 
needed. In those cases, the main motivation was 
the possibility to continue work and define the 
end of work self-determinedly. In other words, 
they sought to order their affairs in their own 
time until the pregnancy-related pausing of 
employment was inevitable - either due to risks 
for the unborn child that have risen to an 
intolerable level of irresponsibility or due to 
physical impairment. Depending on the line of 
work, this was possible through a longer or 
shorter period of pregnancy. While most of them 
continued working out of an intrinsic motivation 
of self-determination, some of them chose this 
path out of fear of being replaced even though 
they feared infection by animal bites or zoonotic 
pathogens. For this group, retention of control 
over their own occupational fate as much as self-
determination presented the key factors in their 
decision making. Ö.32A described her thought 
process regarding the announcement of her 
pregnancy as follows:  

And actually, I found it difficult to say that in the 
practice, because I knew that if I said it, I’d be out 
immediately […] I found out in the seventh week 
[…] that I was expecting twins. And in the end, it 
was around the 17th or 18th week when physically I 
just couldn’t hide it anymore. […] And that was the 
end of it. Exactly. At the practice / yes, actually, 
immediately out. Finished. Over and done with. 

However, there was one mutual issue that unified 
the members of all three groups: the fear to fall 
behind professionally. Ultimately, this was the 
common denominator in the measures taken. It 
is described by the fear of losing practical skills 
as much as ceasing to being on top of scientific 
insights. As prohibition of employment leads to 
a prolongation of the time away from the job, an 
increase in alienation from the job takes place. 

Consequently, female veterinarians tended to 
develop anxieties concerning the return to work 
after parental leave resulting in low self-esteem, 
as I.21AZ portrayed: 

So yes, it changes you. This employment ban, and 
having a child in general. It changes you a lot. And I 
think that if you don’t go straight back into practice 
and somehow push yourself to do it, it becomes harder 
rather than easier. 

It is a commonly known circumstance, that 
women are more inclined to refuse to apply for a 
job or a promotion if their qualifications don’t 
fully match the required list than their male 
counterparts, who will already be willing to take 
the chance if they only possess a few of the 
demanded skills (Carlin et al. 2018). In other 
words, female veterinarians who experience a 
gradual decline in practical skills due to extended 
time away from the profession may also suffer a 
corresponding decrease in self-esteem over time, 
as Ö.22AZ described:  

I was out for quite a long time […] So I think there 
are actually many things I wouldn’t trust myself to do 
anymore […].  

This diminished self-confidence can discourage 
them from applying for positions unless they feel 
fully qualified. Furthermore, the veterinary field 
is characterised by significant performance 
pressure, aggravated by a shortage of skilled 
professionals. In turn, the consequences of 
reduced self-esteem contribute to this workforce 
shortage, creating a vicious cycle that negatively 
impacts both employees and employers. 

When the veterinarians were asked where 
they saw themselves professionally in five years, 
only one of the five currently working in 
veterinary practice envisioned herself still 
working in clinical practice. In contrast, 
veterinarians who had already left clinical 
practice generally saw themselves remaining in 
their current field of work over the next five 
years. 



Ulmer-Stein, Knubben-Schweizer, Jeanrenaud: Away From All Creatures Great and Small 

Gender(ed) Thoughts, Working Paper Series 2026, Volume 6 15 

5 Conclusions and Implications 
for Future Research  

In this study, we took a closer look on the 
impacts of the infliction of prohibitions of 
employment on female veterinarians in 
Germany. In detail, we drew attention to the 
ways in which legislation that was initially passed 
for the protection of the mother and her 
(unborn) child is interpreted in a way that 
promotes heteronomy. A distinct aspect of this 
study is placing special emphasis on female 
autonomy and how easily it can be taken away, 
even in the western world.  

We discovered three key elements that had 
great influence on the female autonomy in the 
veterinary field: continuation of labour during 
pregnancy and breastfeeding, the necessity for 
self-determination and the development of exit 
strategies in case previous needs are not met. In 
order to examine varying approaches to the 
management of pregnant and breastfeeding 
employees, it was necessary to explore the 
experiences of female veterinarians across four 
distinct veterinary fields. The prohibition of 
employment has many different impacts on 
women in the veterinary field, ranging from 
economic impacts to effects on mental health 
and well-being. We have been able to gain insight 
on several approaches to the prohibition of 
employment always resulting in one determinant 
that turned out to be the essence of becoming a 
veterinarian, namely the animal contact. It is 
centred in the very core of the veterinary identity. 
Although working conditions in curative practice 
are often unfavourable, veterinarians who 
changed career paths, are deeply missing contact 
with animals. By removing the animal from the 
veterinarian, a deep, often irreversible 
humiliation of the occupational identity takes 
place. 

Additionally, highly educated women with the 
wish to start a family are not being heard and 
taken seriously in their wish to continue their 
professional training and keeping up their high 
work ethics, resulting in an obstruction of female 
self-determination and loss of control. Both, the 
high response rate and the interviews themselves 

highlight the strong need to communicate these 
experiences, as well as the profound impact that 
the loss of autonomy has on female 
veterinarians. 

In 2025, the average age of first-time mothers 
in Germany was 30.5 years (Statistisches 
Bundesamt 2026). Once they enter parenthood, 
women tend to suspend their careers to attend to 
the arising care-giving work and increased 
workload at home, therefore reducing their level 
of participation on the labour market (Caliendo 
and Künn 2015; Skora et al. 2020). When women 
seek to return to their positions after parental 
leave or the mandated employment prohibition 
during the nursing period, they often prefer part-
time work for family-related reasons. The lack of 
available childcare often necessitates that one 
parent reduces their working hours. In most 
cases, the mother assumes this role and returns 
to work part-time, as fathers typically earn higher 
wages. According to Skora, Rüger, and Stawarz 
(2020), the gender pay gap in Germany has 
remained relatively unchanged since the early 
2000s and still stands at 18 percent in 2024, 
according to Federal Statistics. Furthermore, the 
statistics show that the gross hourly salary of 
women nearly flatlines starting at the age of 30, 
while it steadily increases in men with advancing 
age. This phenomenon is usually referred to as 
‘the motherhood wage penalty’ and ‘the 
fatherhood wage premium’ (Cukrowska-
Torzewska and Lovasz 2020). In accordance, our 
study displayed that female veterinarians are 
being penalised for motherhood in the form of 
lower wages by excluding them from rises in 
salary or monetary benefits. One main reason 
seems to be their long downtime due to the 
prohibition of employment which has been 
implemented on them heteronomous. 

Female veterinarians that have been excluded 
from the curative practice for a considerable time 
will significantly downscale their ability to trust 
themselves to do the job. In fact, this is a prime 
example for a general phenomenon, that has 
been observed in multiple studies. The lower 
occupational self-esteem has proven to be a 
female attribute that is reflected in a lower 
willingness in women to apply for a less fitting 
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position while men will usually approach the lack 
of knowledge with more confidence (Carlin et al. 
2018). Additionally, unfavourable working 
conditions in curative practice will lead to a 
dissociation from the job, forcing the individual 
to develop a fitting exit strategy. 

Since veterinary medicine has been a 
profession dominated by females for the last 
three decades, it has since become clear that the 
infliction of the prohibition of employment on 
female employees does contribute to the skill 
shortage in veterinary medicine. The legal 
protection of pregnant and nursing employees is 
a great privilege that appertains to women in 
Europe. Nevertheless, the German realisation of 
the former EU Directive is one of the strictest in 
the EU supporting the ‘zero-risk-policy’ that is 
frequently implemented by German employers 
(Güder et al. 2024). At the same time, it leads to 
a continuous loss of emergent, skilled workforce. 
There is a great need for a bolder approach in 
dealing with pregnant and breastfeeding women 
at workplaces. Additionally, employers require 
more legal advice and support in implementing 
these plans. Furthermore, concepts for returning 
to work after parental leave need to be 
modernised. 

The German Maternity Protection Act as we 
know it today was implemented in 1952, setting 
the framework for safe and strictly regulated 
working conditions for expecting mothers and 
their unborn children. Ever since, the work 
environment and the female gainful occupation 
have changed drastically, which demanded a 
grand necessity for amending maternity 
protection (John and Stutzer 2002). On that 
account, Germany amended its Maternity 
Protection Act in 2018 (Arndt and Handbauer 
2018). Unfortunately, although the main goal was 
to retain female workforce under controlled 
conditions, this has led to a setback in the hard-
won female autonomy. A cooperative example of 
implementing maternity protection laws can be 
found in Switzerland, where employers conduct 
the required risk assessment together with their 
pregnant employees using a traffic light system 
(Gesellschaft Schweizer Tierärztinnen und 
Tierärzte 2023). Contrary to this, communication 

with the German Federal Chamber of 
Veterinarians concerning the employment of 
pregnant veterinary employees usually leads to 
the induction of insecurity and fear in employers 
resulting in the infliction of prohibition of 
employment. It can be concluded that the need 
for focal points to gain support in that matter is 
significantly high. 

Additionally, our results show that female 
veterinarians strive to continue working during 
pregnancy. The entitlement to self-determinedly 
define occupational tasks during of pregnancy is 
crucial to them. Furthermore, veterinarians have 
the skill to correctly detect and assess 
occupational health risks since veterinary 
medicine presents a scientific field that is 
concerned with the prevention, control and 
treatment of diseases. As veterinarians are in fact 
humans, their safety needs to be insured. For this 
purpose, veterinary education delivers a broad 
range of competence, whereof two aspects are of 
particular importance. On the one hand, diseases 
can be caused by zoonotic pathogens, which is 
why veterinarians are educated about the route 
of transmission to and symptoms of humans. On 
the other hand, hazardous substances, e.g. 
medications, are administered by humans. For 
this purpose, veterinarians need to be conscious 
about the potential hazards for handlers. 
Therefore, the education of veterinarians 
provides them with a far-reaching competence to 
perform autonomous self-protection. In the 
future, this accomplished competence should be 
trusted more by all instances. 

Furthermore, the research should be 
extended to a comparative approach in order to 
shed light on different gender regimes in various 
countries. For example, whilst the Netherlands 
face a comparable situation in veterinarians study 
programs considering the rise of the women’s 
percentage in the last three decades (Koolmees 
2000), the employment structure differs from 
Germany and would promise a fruitful research 
ground for deeper insights into the 
entanglements of professional identity and 
gender for veterinarians. Also, comparative 
approaches across professional fields could be of 
interest and promising, e.g. looking at 
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employment bans for female hairdressers, pilots, 
etc. 
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