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The veterinary nursing profession is growing and 
developing so fast. If we look back over the last 
15 years, we can see a number of significant 
events that have shaped our profession, from 

the Register of Veterinary Nurses starting in 2007 to the 
introduction of a disciplinary system for RVNs in 2011, 
and then a new Code of Professional Conduct including – 
for the first time – a declaration to be made by RVNs on 
their professional registration. 

At the launch of the VN Futures (VNF) project in 2016, 
there were 13,678 RVNs on the Register, and this figure 
officially reached 20,000 in July 2021. This is an incredible 
amount of growth in a short amount of time for a 
profession who, pre-1984, couldn’t even use the term 
‘Nurse’. There are an increasingly diverse range of routes 
for qualification, and development of post-registration 
qualifications to further advance and recognise our skills. 

VN Futures launched in 2016 to look at the future 
of veterinary nursing. There was a focus then on 
highlighting veterinary nursing as a career and increasing 
our RVN numbers as well as developing career pathways 
and maximising the potential of nurses within their 
roles. Between 2016 and now, VN Futures has achieved 
many goals, and identified further areas that need to 
be worked on as our profession evolves; demonstrating 
that the work of the VN Futures project is an ongoing 
endeavour, one that will probably never be finished! 

The project has created a School Ambassadors 
Development Group – this will be ongoing throughout 
the next stages of VN Futures and is a key area of work 
for raising awareness of careers in veterinary nursing 
and supporting widening participation in our profession. 
This work is key to the future sustainability of veterinary 
nursing. It has become apparent that many of us who 
have become veterinary nurses did not learn about 
this career pathway whilst at school, and providing 
information on a VN career as early as possible to 
school-children is a great way to increase awareness. 
Not only will it have the potential to increase those 
coming into our profession, but it will serve to continue 
to highlight veterinary nursing and recognition of the VN 
role. We need to increase and support diversity within 
our profession so that the profession reflects the society 
that we serve, and this area of work will continue into the 
next phase of the project.

Maximising nurse potential was such an expansive 
goal for the first stage of the VNF Project and a huge 
amount has been achieved already towards this. VNF 
has collated case studies to demonstrate veterinary 
nurses being utilised to their full potential in a range 
of situations and job roles. The rolling out of the new 
Certificates in Advanced Veterinary Nursing (CertAVN) 
in 2019 offers a pathway for a post-registration 
qualification for veterinary nurses up to a level 7 

Introduction from the Chair 
of RCVS VN Council and the 
BVNA President
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qualification, is accessible by those who have entered 
the profession via any route and allows members of the 
profession to further develop their skills and knowledge 
in a defined area of practice. 

As our profession grows, we need to consider the 
sustainability of veterinary nursing as a whole. We need 
to ensure we are keeping our veterinary nurses in the 
profession by ensuring they are able to achieve all they 
want to out of their work and careers. Sustainability 
is something we need to all champion – not only the 
environmental but the human, social and economic 
factors too. There are also some significant questions 
that have been asked about the governing framework 
behind the profession, resulting in the extensive work 
of the Legislation Working Party and its consultation on 
legislative change with the profession and the public. 
Proposed changes include enhancement of the VN role 
and protection of the VN title. 

The profession is advancing, there is significant focus 
on the vet-led team and the culture within the veterinary 
and veterinary nursing professions as a whole, and this 
needs to be considered within the VN Futures project’s 
long-term goals. Moving forward  we aim to work closely 
with the Vet Futures project – we are one team working 
together towards similar goals. Veterinary Nurses 
are allied professionals, registered with the RCVS as 
associate members, and accountable for our actions. 

We need to ensure this continues to be recognised, 
respected and that we are utilised for our skill set. 

We are so proud of how far veterinary nursing has 
come, and excited to be able to share this report and 
celebrate the work VN Futures has completed and 
continues to work on since its launch in 2016. VN Futures 
remains a joint initiative between the BVNA and the 
RCVS, working collaboratively to maximise what we can 
achieve for the veterinary nursing profession; and we 
look forward to embracing the next stages of the project.

Matthew Rendle,  
RCVS VN Council Chair

Jo Oakden,  
BVNA President
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Introduction to 
VN Futures

The VN Futures Project is a joint initiative from the 
Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) and 
the British Veterinary Nursing Association (BVNA) 
and was launched in 2016 to run in parallel to 

the Vet Futures Project.
From its outset the initiative has recognised that 

veterinary nurses (VNs) have an increasingly crucial and 
influential role in veterinary practice and the veterinary 
team and in maintaining the regard and the trust of the 
public in the veterinary professions.

Veterinary nurses are fundamental in the delivery 
of both primary and advanced nursing care to the 
country’s animals. They are becoming increasingly 
involved in areas such as practice management and 
ownership, quality improvement, research, education 
and One Health. Many nurses choose to undertake 
post-registration qualifications and focus on certain 

areas of clinical nursing or nursing management. The 
profession holds many opportunities; but VN Futures 
also hasn’t shied away from recognising that there are 
also challenges to face, particularly around retention. For 
example, according to the 2019 Survey of the Veterinary 
Nursing Profession (available to download from  
www.rcvs.org.uk/publications) nearly 25% of nurses 
planned to leave the profession within the next five years.

Many veterinary nurses do not feel valued in their role, 
they struggle to have a good work-life balance, and a 
clear career structure is not always visible or achieved. 
Furthermore, VNs are often not effectively utilised 
or delegated to within practice, and remuneration is 
frequently identified as a cause for concern. The full 
breakdown of answers given by those who said they 
wanted to leave the profession in the next five years can 
be found in the table below.

Reasons for planning to leave 
the VN profession, %
(24.8% plan to leave in the next 
five years)

Source: 2019 Survey of the 
Veterinary Nursing Profession 
(www.rcvs.org.uk/publications)
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Aim of this report

However, despite the challenges faced by veterinary 
nurses, the profession is moving forward and the signs are 
that it has a bright future ahead of it. In order to mitigate 
the challenges and make sure that the profession seizes 
the opportunities, it is imperative that its development 
continues to be  supported. This support will mean the 
profession can sustain its advancements and ensure that 
there are sufficient nurses in the UK to support the ever-
growing number of veterinary practices and the increasing 
expectations of pet owners regarding the level of care 
offered to pets. 

To this end, VN Futures – Taking charge of our future 
together, a report and strategy produced in 2016 following 
a programme of research and engagement, included 31 
actions across six overarching ambitions. The report was 
launched at the Vet Futures Summit on 4 July 2016 and has 
guided the work of the project over the past five years.

The VN Futures project aims to:
• Address challenges in the profession 

and create initiatives that effectively 
address those challenges.

• Identify opportunities for the 
profession and ensure that those 
opportunities are effectively 
exploited, and accessible to the 
whole profession.

Now that, five years after its initial launch, 
the first stage of the VN Futures project has 
come to a close, this interim report provides 
information on the work carried out by VN 

Futures initiatives and activities undertaken to address 
actions so far, areas that we will continue to work on; 
and highlights where we may focus in the future. It will 
also discuss the challenges that such an ambitious and 
diverse project brings and the positive steps we are 
taking to enable it to function more effectively.

The evidence-base upon which the original ambitions 
and actions have been built is covered within the initial 
report, which is available to view online at  
www.vnfutures.org.uk

https://www.vnfutures.org.uk/download/vn-futures-report-and-action-plan/?wpdmdl=5043&masterkey=
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More about the project

Dedicated to the VN profession

The VN Futures project is dedicated to the VN 
profession. Whilst it began life as part of the overall 
Vet Futures project launched in 2015, it soon became 
apparent that consideration of the future of the 

veterinary and the veterinary nursing professions required a 
distinct approach to each, and so, while Vet Futures focused 
on veterinary surgeons, VN Futures was formed to focus on 
issues and opportunities for veterinary nurses. 

The project is supported and driven mainly by veterinary 
nurses and those who have a passion for the future of our 
profession, and the knowledge and foresight to consider 
how to address challenges and drive the profession 
forward to meet its potential.

Financial commitment
The RCVS has maintained strong financial commitment to 
the project, both through budgetary input and provision of 
RCVS staff time, expertise and support. The RCVS has also 
developed key initiatives which feed into the ambitions 
of VN Futures: The Mind Matters Initiative, developed to 
promote and support the mental health and wellbeing 
of the veterinary professions; the Leadership Initiative, 
developed to nurture the next generation of veterinary 
leaders, including development of a comprehensive, 
subsidised leadership course; and ViVet, which exists to 
ensure that veterinary professionals are at the centre of 
innovation in the animal health sector. 

VN Futures works with the alignment and support 
of RCVS Veterinary Nurses (VN) Council and the RCVS 
Advancement of the Professions Committee, with regular 
communication on the progress of the project.

As co-founder of the project, BVNA has committed 
to financially support it as well as an investment 
in resources, with BVNA’s Head of Learning and 
Development maintaining a fixed seat on the Board. 
BVNA Council is working with VN Futures and is  evolving 
joint projects that are led by the BVNA, but that feed back 
into the wider project, for example, the BVNA Chronic 
Illness Campaign and the formation of a BVNA Diversity, 
Inclusivity & Widening Participation Working Group. BVNA 
also host VN Futures streams at BVNA Congress – to 
gather evidence for the initiative, as well as share the work 
done so far within the project.

Engagement from the profession
A key requirement for the success of the project is 
engagement from the VN profession itself. This is vital 
in order to gain input from veterinary nurses – both in 
the form of opinion and feedback - and in assisting with 
meeting the aims of the project. It is also imperative to 
the success of initiatives and processes developed by the 
project that the profession is aware of the achievements, 
advocates them, and understands how they affect our 
profession and how they may be implemented.

Since a dedicated point of contact in the form of a VN 
Futures project manager has been available, engagement 
has improved, and many members of the profession have 
come forward and expressed interest and become involved 
in its work. However, we still need you – members of the 
profession - to be engaged with, supportive of, and involved 
with the work of the project in order for it to continue to be 
a driving force behind advancement of our profession.

Examples of some of our engagement activities over 
the years include: VN Futures streams at BSAVA Congress, 
BVNA Fringe Events dedicated to VN Futures, attendance at 
Clinical Coach and Head Nurse Congresses, promotion of 
the project at SVN Fest in 2019, the 2020 webinar series, a 
VN Futures e-newsletter, and numerous blogs, articles and 
press releases. 

Dedicated website
A website dedicated to the VN Futures project was launched 
in May 2020. The site provides details of the work of 
VN Futures, with features and content designed to help 
nurses appreciate their value to animal health and welfare, 
showcase the everyday leadership and range of career 
options open to members of the profession, and actively 
encourage input from the profession through case studies, 
blogs and articles.

VN Futures leadership
In May 2018 the VN Futures Project Board was formed, 
comprising the Chair and Vice-Chair of RCVS VN Council, 
and the President and Junior Vice-President of BVNA. The 
Board is supported by an executive group comprising: 
the RCVS Director of Veterinary Nursing; the VN 
Futures Project Manager; and the Head of Learning and 
Development at BVNA. 
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The Board meets regularly to provide oversight and 
direction to ensure the project remains in budget and on 
track for delivery of actions, and to ensure actions remain 
relevant and appropriate. 

Ambitious
The ambitions of the project are just that – ambitious; 
and this is both challenging and aspirational. Its 
ambitions incorporate a wide view of the veterinary 
nursing profession, relating to veterinary nurse potential, 
recognition, diversity, career structure, well-being and 
mental health, leadership, recruitment and retention, 
and involvement in One Health. Within each of these 
areas, there are many aspects to consider, and overlap 
between many of the areas of work are often identified 
and exploited.

Structure
VN Futures is essentially a hybrid project. It has a linear 
aspect, in that there are clear ambitions which the 

project aims to meet, however, to meet the actions 
which underpin the ambitions, many iterative and 
concurrent projects need to be delivered. This creates 
quite a complex picture for which applying clear desired 
outcomes and deadlines for completion is challenging.

The coronavirus pandemic has, as with so many other 
areas of life and business, had an impact on the work of 
the project. The veterinary profession has experienced 
many challenges in the provision of veterinary care, and 
since many of the contributors to the project work in 
frontline practice, this has directly affected the ability 
to continue with work. For example, one of the key 
initiatives, the School Ambassadors Pilot, was in abeyance 
due to the closure of schools; however, the group made 
an opportunity out of an obstacle, and focussed on online 
delivery for careers information, which is something that 
we envisage will continue.

The following pages highlight some of the projects and 
initiatives that were achieved during the first phase of the 
VN Futures project 2016-21.
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The Certificate in Advanced 
Veterinary Nursing (CertAVN)

Ambition two – Structured and rewarding career paths
Ambition five – Maximising nurses’ potential

One of the key findings of the initial research 
stages of the VN Futures project was that 
veterinary nurses were looking for meaningful 
paths for career development, with the 

possibility of further developing their skills and experience 
in specific areas of practice.

The VN Futures Post-Registration Qualification Working 
Group developed the framework for a new Certificate 
in Advanced Veterinary Nursing (or CertAVN) which 
was approved by the RCVS Veterinary Nurse Education 
Committee and RCVS VN Council in 2019.

The CertAVN, which replaces the previous Diploma 
in Advanced Veterinary Nursing, is an advanced 
professional qualification awarded by the RCVS, and at 
time of publication of this report, is delivered by four 
providers. You can find more details about the CertAVN 
including a set of frequently asked questions on the 
RCVS website. (www.rcvs.org.uk/certavn)

The qualification aims to encourage RVNs who wish to 
take their education in a specific area of veterinary nursing 
practice further, with an opportunity to study a level 6 or 

PERDI WELSH
Course Director for Graduate Diploma in Veterinary Nursing and Certificates 
in Advanced Veterinary Nursing at the Royal Veterinary College:

“In May 2021, we welcomed our first cohort of students onto our new RCVS-
accredited Certificates in Advanced Veterinary Nursing. 

“These CertAVN courses offer an exciting opportunity for professional 
progression for RVNs of all levels of experience and education.

“We’re keen to play our part in meeting the vision set out by VN Futures by 
preparing RVNs for future opportunities in the profession and giving them the 
ambition and confidence to take on new challenges and succeed.  This course lays 
the foundations for the strong leadership skills they’ll need to proactively engage 
in all aspects required of a modern, dynamic veterinary nurse shaping the future 
of the profession during the next 60 years!”

7 qualification. The CertAVN is accessible to nurses who 
have followed any route into the profession, from Level 
3 Diploma to Level 6 BSc. It is expected that many Higher 
Education Institutions will want to offer the qualification 
and we hope that, in time, this will cover a wide range of 
discipline areas.

The qualification allows those veterinary nurses 
who have already taken their first steps along the path 
of further expertise to continue to strive for deeper 
knowledge and understanding in their chosen areas. The 
qualification meets the needs of veterinary nurses wishing 
to develop their skills now, while also providing a future 
aspiration for veterinary nurses by offering a clearer path 
for progression.

In the future we aim to:
• Encourage universities and awarding organisations to 

develop and deliver focussed programmes
• Raise awareness of the CertAVN within the profession
• Begin the process of developing an advanced 

veterinary nurse status 
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NATHAN PRICE
Studying for two 
postgraduate (level 
7) certificates 
in Advanced 
Veterinary Nursing 
(Anaesthesia) 
(Analgesia and Pain 
Management)

“Studying for the 
certificates has given 
me the opportunity 
to concentrate on 
specific subject 
material that will benefit the profession and my own 
expertise. As the qualifications are also offered at level 
7, this gives me the option to build them into an MSc by 
topping up with a research module.”

“To be able to study in specific areas of interest gives 
you the ability to grow and develop on knowledge and 
understanding that can be transcribed into practice, 
understand mechanisms better, provide better 
quality of care to patient and client, and achieve more 
satisfaction in your role. 

“Through appraising literature and looking at current 
research and therefore expanding your knowledge base 
– knowledge is gained that can be put into practice, and 
enhance discussions with peers and clients.” GEORGE ASPEY

The first veterinary 
nurse to graduate with a 
Certificate in Advanced 
Veterinary Nursing 
(Anaesthesia) and 
achieve CertAVN post-
nominals

“Completing the CertAVN has put me in a better 
position to support colleagues - from training students 
to other qualified nurses when different cases arise – 
and helps me to play a greater part in conjunction with 
the veterinary surgeon, relay what I’ve learnt, and be 
involved in clinical discussions.

“The focus on evidence-based nursing and putting 
these principles into practice, and the skills to reflect 
more critically and effectively on what I do; has enabled 
me to more effectively consider how things could be 
done better if a similar case presents again.

“The CertAVN could help with retention of veterinary 
nurses  - it provides a more structured career path 
and avenues similar to human nursing, for example; 
working towards a certain goal, focussing your interests 
on a particular area, and offering more job satisfaction.”

KAT HART
Studying for two 
postgraduate (Level 7) 
certificates in Advanced 
Veterinary Nursing 
(Anaesthesia) (Analgesia 
and Pain Management)

“Studying for the 
qualification will enable me 
to provide better patient 
care, and will also provide 
me with greater knowledge to support my teaching role.

“These new and exciting qualifications also offer 
nurses the opportunity to gain a Level 7 qualification 
that can be used in a variety of settings, will be attractive 
to employers, and could be beneficial to those looking 
at different career pathways.

“The CertAVN can benefit the profession massively. 
Previously, post-graduate courses were only offered 
to vets but now VNs  are able to achieve this level 
of education too and it will help with professional 
recognition for our profession. 

“It gives nurses a reason to stay in the profession 
and feel fulfilled.”

SUSAN HOWARTH
VN Council 
member and 
Principal Lecturer 
and Programme 
Manager for 
Veterinary Nursing 
at Harper Adams 
University 

“I’m looking 
forward to seeing 
how veterinary 
nursing can develop. 
Research is a big 
part of what we can 
improve in veterinary nursing and it’s really exciting 
that nurses can take on the challenge and complete 
vet nursing research projects as part of an MSc, and 
benefit our profession into the future.”
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Sustainability in 
veterinary nursing

Ambition one – Creating a sustainable workforce

The work of the School Ambassadors Pilot began 
in late 2019 and aims to highlight veterinary 
nursing as a career option to school-age children, 
provide information on routes into veterinary 

nursing, and develop resources to support future school 
ambassadors and careers advisors.

The full report for the pilot can be viewed on the 
VN Futures website at www.vnfutures.org.uk

The School Ambassadors Pilot evolved to become the 
School Ambassador’s Development Group (SADG), 
continuing to develop and support an ambassadorial 
role in the profession.

The work also has the potential to encourage those 
from more diverse backgrounds into the VN profession, 
and to effectively address increasing widening 
participation in the next generation of veterinary nurses.

Registered Veterinary Nurse Tina Leake was appointed 
as Lead School Ambassador in April 2021, to support 
the ambassadors and the VN Futures Project Manager 
in coordinating ongoing development of the work. Tina 
expressed her reasons for wanting to be involved in the 
project as:

“I have always enjoyed school visits and engaging 
children in looking after pets, promoting animal welfare 
and explaining the role the veterinary nurse has in 
the professional setting. I am so proud to be part of 
the SADG and what we are creating is the foundation 
for fellow VNs to use to promote our profession and 
inspire the next generation.  It’s so important, now, 
more than ever, to promote veterinary nursing as a 
career option for children to ensure we have veterinary 
nurses in the future.”

 Sam Fontaine, a member of the SADG says:
“I was keen to get involved in the VN Futures School 
Ambassador’s Pilot Scheme as I would like to see 

veterinary nursing considered a first-line career for 
any student who has an interest in science and animal 
welfare. So often the focus in schools for students with 
these aptitudes is veterinary medicine, but as an RVN 
and Lecturer at Glasgow University’s School of Veterinary 
Medicine, I am keenly aware that only a very few people 
are lucky enough to get a place on one of these degrees. 
I wanted to help promote the role of the RVN within 
schools in the hope that it widens school students’ and 
the general public’s perception of our important and 
diverse role, and to encourage students from diverse 
backgrounds to apply so that our profession can truly 
represent the communities it serves.”

Increasing Training Practices
In order to support more student veterinary nurses 
entering training, there needs to be the availability of 
sufficient Training Practices (TPs) to accommodate the 
placement and clinical training aspects of their study. 
Whilst this was initially identified as a need, during the 
early stages of the project the number of TPs steadily 
increased, and this action was no longer deemed a 
priority. However, it is unclear how this picture will 
change and the impact that the coronavirus pandemic 
has had on the number of TPs, so this will be closely 
monitored over the coming months.

Being a TP, whilst a commitment, has significant 
positive benefits, to the practice, to staff and to 
the profession as a whole. A series of case studies 
submitted by those involved in VN training within TPs 
are in the process of being collated and published on 
the website.

VN Educator Forum
In line with VNF’s aims to create a VN Schools Council, 
BVNA has facilitated the development of a “VN Educator 
Network”, which has accumulated over 150 participants 
from within the VN training sector since its launch in late 

SCHOOLAMBASSADORS: LOGO

https://www.vnfutures.org.uk/our-activities/school-ambassadors-development-group/
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2019. In its current format, the VN Educator Network 
involves regular online meeting opportunities to discuss 
a wide range of issues relating to VN education, drawing 
on the support of the RCVS and awarding organisations 
as required.  BVNA also incorporate a VN Educators 
stream and Open Forum within its annual Congress 
programme.  

Future plans to develop the VN Educator Network 
include the introduction of an annual VN Educator 
Survey, in order for BVNA to remain informed on current 
training issues and to facilitate feedback to relevant 
bodies.  BVNA also plans to deliver regional VN Educator 
meetings, with the longer-term goal of hosting an annual 
dedicated VN Educator Congress.

 Finally, many Network members have shown 
an appetite to work towards VNF’s original goal of 
developing a VN Schools Council, with a comparable level 
of influence on VN training matters as the Vet Schools 
Council.  BVNA is currently scoping opportunities to 
support educators to achieve this aim.

Future plans include:
• Disseminating information on veterinary nursing 

careers to online careers hubs and careers advisors
• Potential collaboration with My Vet Future (an 

initiative run jointly by the BVA and the RCVS) 
• Creating animated careers videos for younger and 

older age-groups, highlighting veterinary nursing as 
a career option

• Being part of the ‘Vet-Team-in-a-Box’ project, which 
disseminates careers information as practical, 
curriculum-linked activities to schools

• Reviewing veterinary nursing careers information 
provided by the RCVS and the BVNA

• Highlighting the ambassadorial role to the 
profession and creating a network of ambassadors 

• Creation of VN careers ambassadors to inspire and 
support veterinary nurses exploring career options

• Highlighting the benefits of being a veterinary nurse 
Training Practice

• Continuing the work of the VN Educator Network
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Diversity and Inclusion

Ambition one – Creating a sustainable workforce

Whilst striving for a more diverse workforce 
in veterinary nursing is linked to 
sustainability, the core values run deeper 
than just meeting this need. There are 

so many important reasons to encourage diversity 
and inclusion in our workforce. We must reflect 
the communities we live and work in and we must 
be an example to young people who often cannot 
see themselves doing this work because they do 
not currently have the role models to help them to 
visualise this.

People from all walks of life have animals and a 
diverse veterinary team will only encourage trust and 
confidence in the care of those animals. Incorporating 
as many different backgrounds, experiences and 
perspectives as possible into the profession can only 
benefit the team, pet owners and animal welfare.

The RCVS Diversity and Inclusion Group (DIG) 
published its strategy in February 2021, which includes 
various workstreams on improving diversity and 
inclusion across both the veterinary and veterinary 
nursing professions. However, it is acknowledged 
that the challenges and actions required may require 
a different focus for veterinary nursing, and an RCVS 
internal group was set up to specifically address 
this area. In the coming months this group will be 
widened to become a BVNA Council-led VN Futures 
group and will develop its own distinct aims whilst still 
collaborating with and working alongside the RCVS DIG.

The Chronic Illness Campaign
During August and September of 2021, the BVNA ran 
a campaign to help support nurses affected by chronic 
illness or conditions. The campaign also focused on 

providing tools for employers to ensure affected nurses 
are given what they need in the workplace.

A survey was initially used to drive the direction of 
the campaign, providing important information on the 
challenges faced by veterinary nurses with chronic 
illness, as well as preferred methods of how they would 
like any useful resources shared. Over the course of the 
campaign, information was shared via blogs, podcasts, 
articles, a supplement in the Veterinary Nursing Journal, 
a series of webinars and finally a free, downloadable 
toolkit for all to use will be available on completion of 
the campaign.

Additional work to promote diversity and 
inclusivity in our profession has included:
• The publication of a variety of career case studies 

incorporating a wide variety of career paths and 
people from different backgrounds. 

• Obtaining imagery that depicts veterinary nurses 
from diverse backgrounds and ethnicities that can 
be used on careers materials, in flyers, posters and 
website content. 

• Creation of blogs and personal accounts.
• Ensuring that diversity and inclusion is included in 

the strategy for highlighting veterinary nursing as a 
career.

The above activities will continue, with the 
understanding that much work needs to still be done; 
including support for those from diverse backgrounds 
who are already in the profession, accessing up-to-date 
research and data to inform our activities, and working 
with similar groups, organisations and veterinary 
practices to ensure that the picture is complete.
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Maximising potential

Ambition five – Maximising nurses’ potential

Clearly, ‘maximising nurses’ potential’, one of 
the six key ambitions of the VN Futures Report 
and Action Plan, covers many aspects of the 
veterinary nursing profession and also needs 

input and ‘buy-in’ from the wider veterinary team. 
This ambition encompasses and interlinks with the 
other ambitions and aims of the VN Futures project, 
for example, to provide clear and structured career 
pathways for veterinary nurses (which is also linked to 
development of the CertAVN), and enhancement of the 
role through a reformed Schedule 3 (linked to the work 
of the Schedule 3 Working Party, the Legislation Working 
Party, and the subsequent work on proposed changes to 
the legislation). 

Realising the potential of veterinary nurses also 
relates to societal views of the role and improving 
public understanding of the input that nurses have into 
veterinary care. 

Thus, advocating and supporting veterinary nurses to 
achieve their full potential in practice is a complex topic 
that incorporates many components. 

Areas of work that the VN Futures Project has 
completed so far that feed into this ambition are 
covered below. 

Online and in-person engagement 
VN Futures has held a number of in-person and online 
events on maximising potential to engage and share 
ideas and obtain feedback from members of the 
profession, . 

In 2017 we held a talk called ‘How to influence 
people and remain friends’ which looked at how nurses 
could push for more responsibility and leadership at 
work without it needing to unnecessary conflict. This 
was followed by a 2018 talk on how VNs could take 
advantage of flexible working opportunities, including 
job shares. 

In 2020 VN Futures held a series of three well-

attended webinars covering key areas such as:
• ‘Maximising the potential of the veterinary nurse’: 

Effective delegation and utilisation of nurses, and 
development of roles within practice.

• ‘Veterinary nurses’ time is valuable: How and why to 
charge for it’: Financial implications and benefits of 
charging specifically for veterinary nurse time and 
expertise and the importance of veterinary nurses 
demonstrating their value to clients.

• ‘Lead or Head RVN: What’s in a name?’: How 
development of ‘Lead RVNs’ in different areas 
of practice can provide increased and shared 
responsibility and progression, and ultimately, 
retention within the profession.

Career case studies
We know that veterinary nursing offers a wide range 
of career pathways following registration, and our aim 
has been to showcase some of these options to current 
veterinary nurses, and to those considering a career 
in veterinary nursing. Veterinary nurses sharing their 
stories and experiences can offer inspiration and ideas 
to others for reaching their own career goals.

A series of career case studies, demonstrating diverse 
careers and diverse people, are published on the VN 
Futures website (www.vnfutures.org.uk), and are being 
built upon on an ongoing basis. 

BVNA This Is Us 2020
VN Futures held a series of five discussion sessions at 
the BVNA online Congress-style event, ‘This is Us 2020’, 
which included potential legislative reform and the 
impact this may have on the role of veterinary nurses; 
and the value of veterinary nurses and recognition of the 
veterinary nurse role.

BSAVA
A dedicated VN Futures stream was held at BSAVA 

https://www.vnfutures.org.uk/our-activities/maximising-potential/recognising-vn-value-webinar-series/
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Congress in 2019, and in 2021’s virtual BSAVA Congress, 
where a presentation was provided addressing the 
factors affecting retention of veterinary nurses within the 
profession.

Support for overseas nurses 
A new iteration of the Introduction to the UK veterinary 
profession – online CPD course for overseas vets and 
VNs was developed in 2021 and is run jointly by the RCVS 
and VDS Training.

The two-part online course is aimed at overseas-
qualified veterinary surgeons and veterinary nurses 
during their first two years working in the UK, as well 
as those considering working here. It aims to equip 

professionals with the vital knowledge and insight 
needed to work as a veterinary professional in UK 
veterinary practice.

VN Futures has also published a short series of 
overseas veterinary nurse case studies which help to 
provide some insight into the process of joining the UK 
veterinary nursing profession and share experiences and 
advice on the transition to nursing in the UK.

Future plans:
The work to meet this ambition is ever-evolving as 
the profession develops, and we envisage that we will 
continue to address this area in the next phase of the 
project through a focus group and a series of initiatives.

https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/events/introduction-to-the-uk-veterinary-profession--a-key-cpd/


16

www.vnfutures.org.uk 

Legislative reform

Ambition six – a clarified and bolstered VN role via a  
reformed schedule 3

Veterinary Nursing Schedule 3 Working Party
The Working Party was developed to specifically address 
the potential legislative reform that could enhance the 
nursing role. To do so it developed a comprehensive 
survey which was delivered to both veterinary surgeons 
and veterinary nurses in 2016 in order to gauge levels 
of understanding about Schedule 3 of the Veterinary 
Surgeons Act and how it was enacted on a day-to-day 
basis. The survey results indicated considerable lack of 
understanding of what could and couldn’t be delegated 
to veterinary nurses amongst both veterinary surgeons 
and veterinary nurses, which undeniably has had an 
effect on the likelihood and efficiency of delegation 
within practice.

Following the survey, the Working Party went on 
to develop two key areas of guidance to assist both 
veterinary surgeons and veterinary nurses to better 
understand the principles of delegation:
• The SUPERB poster: a mnemonic publication offering 

a framework for delegation by veterinary surgeons 
to veterinary nurses, which was provided to all 
veterinary practices in the UK.

• Schedule 3 case studies: a series of practical case 
study examples published to assist veterinary 
surgeons and veterinary nurses in deciding what 
tasks can and cannot be delegated. 

The Legislation Working Party
The work of the Veterinary Nursing Schedule 3 Working 
Party was later subsumed into the RCVS Legislation 

Working Party which was set up to consider root-and-
branch reform of the legislation governing the veterinary 
professions and to make proposals for new primary 
legislation. 

In late 2020, a comprehensive report containing 
the recommendations for potential legislative reform 
was approved by RCVS Council and formed the basis 
of consultation to the profession and public. This 
consultation marks a significant milestone within the 
profession, especially since we are governed by legislation 
that is 55 years old. Following the consultation, RCVS 
Council adopted the recommendations of the Report in 
June 2021, and the RCVS will now begin discussions with 
the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(Defra) about the possibility of introducing new legislation 
that would replace the Veterinary Surgeons Act 1966 with 
a new Act framed around these recommendations.

Future plans include:
• Actions based upon discussions with Defra, and 

potential legislative reform
• Creating further schedule 3 case studies to support 

delegation decisions
• Creation of an Advanced Practitioner status for 

veterinary nurses to work in conjunction with 
gaining a Certificate of Advanced Veterinary Nursing 
(CertAVN). 

For more information visit: www.rcvs.org.uk/setting-
standards/advice-and-guidance/advice-on-schedule-3/

https://www.rcvs.org.uk/setting-standards/advice-and-guidance/advice-on-schedule-3/
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The veterinary nurse’s 
role in One Health

Ambition four – Proactive role in One Health
Ambition five – Maximising nurses’ potential

Smoking cessation

A collaboration between the Royal College of 
Nursing (RCN), the BVNA and the RCVS as part 
of the VN Futures initiative used a One Health 
approach to support smoking cessation. 

The aim of this project was to highlight veterinary 
research that demonstrates the effects of passive smoking 
may extend to animals as well as humans.

A joint press release was written and disseminated 
widely, with the aim of sharing the information with the 
general public, as well as both veterinary and human-
centred nursing professions. 

The objective of disseminating the information widely 
was so that:
• Human-centred nurses might have a novel approach 

when discussing smoking cessation.
• Veterinary nurses might feel more confident to discuss 

smoking cessation with owners within the context of 
the health and wellbeing of their pet. 

• Existing smokers with pets might be provided with a 
new, strong incentive to give up smoking. 

Following on from this work, the One Health Working 
Group performed additional research on the support 
available for smoking cessation, and the future aim is to 
create a basic support pack for veterinary nurses to assist 
them in talking about this topic within practice.

Community nursing
During the research phase of this aim we have been 
focused on the work that many veterinary nurses are 
already doing that might be described as ‘community 
veterinary nursing’ and have been profiling veterinary 
nurses working in a variety of community roles and aim 
to publish these in order to inspire others to consider a 
similar career path. The profiles obtained so far further 
demonstrate the diversity of community roles – ranging 
from providing end-of-life care to animals within an 

owner’s home, to educating pet owners on health and 
wellbeing. The scope is broad, and encompasses far 
more than the district nursing role, where home visits 
are performed.

There are specific groups of people for whom having 
access to a community veterinary nurse would be of 
huge benefit, for example the elderly and those with 
long-term physical and/or mental health conditions, 
who may otherwise struggle to provide appropriate care 
for their pets. There is growing evidence of the positive 
effects of the human-animal bond on both mental and 
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physical health and VNs can play a role in assisting 
vulnerable people to be able to keep their pets and keep 
them healthy. 

There is clearly much that can be learned from our 
human-centred counterparts, and the group has been 
in regular contact with a university providing human-
centred nurse training in order to build links with 
community medical nurses and obtain information 
about how the skillset and knowledge required differs 
from that of other nursing roles. Conversations with 
both medical and veterinary community nurses have 
echoed the very specific challenges of the community 
veterinary nursing role and the skills needed for this. For 
example, working away from the support of the practice 
environment can be isolating and requires strong 
communication skills and a need for a higher level of 
professional autonomy.  Working in the animal owner’s 
home environment can be a challenge in itself and it can 
be more difficult to maintain professional boundaries.

The legal requirement (under Schedule 3 of the 
Veterinary Surgeons Act) says that veterinary nurses 
must work under the direction and employment of a 
veterinary surgeon. This does create challenges to the 
creation of what might be called a truly independent 

community veterinary nurse practitioner, and one of the 
recommendations in the RCVS Legislation Working Party 
Report is that ‘direction’ and ‘employment’ should be 
uncoupled, thus facilitating veterinary nurses to perform 
the role outside of the employment of the veterinary 
surgeon managing the case.

Safety and safeguarding are also areas that requires 
specific consideration in order to ensure that protocols 
and systems of working protect both veterinary nurses 
and the public, and medical nurse colleagues have 
advised that safeguarding policies and an excellent 
support network are vital components in provision of 
community and district nursing.

Future plans include:
• Continued collaboration with human nursing 

counterparts
• Potentially develop a post-registration qualification 

in District Veterinary Nursing
• Help to ensure that safety, safeguarding and 

support measures are addressed during 
development of this role

• Investigate the additional ways that veterinary 
nurses can work within the community
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The Mind Matters Initiative (MMI) aims to support 
the mental health and wellbeing of those in the 
veterinary team, including registered and student 
veterinary nurses. The initiative was launched in 

2015 and is funded and run by the RCVS. Its core work is 
divided into three streams of activity – Prevent, Protect 
and Support.

MMI has delivered a number of activities to enhance 
support for members of the veterinary professions, 
including Mental Health Awareness Training, Resilience 
Training and the Vet Wellbeing Awards. 

Over the past 18 months during the coronavirus 

The RCVS Mind Matters Initiative

Ambition three - Confident, resilient, healthy and  
well-supported workforce

pandemic, MMI has worked to provide sessions   to 
support veterinary staff, keep open the lines of 
communication, and help find solutions to some of the 
issues that have been faced.

Student veterinary nurse wellbeing
In 2021, MMI, working in collaboration with VN Futures, 
has performed work to help identify the key wellbeing 
issues affecting student veterinary nurses, and an 
interactive discussion event is planned for later in 2021. 
A survey was published in June 2021, the aim of which is 
to provide the Mind Matters Initiative with information 
that will help it tailor specific events and projects for 
the profession. Lisa Quigley, Mind Matters Initiative 
manager:

“There is a bit of a research gap when it comes to  
the mental health and wellbeing of veterinary nurses – 
particularly student VNs – and we are seeking to address 
this, with this survey being a crucial first step. Mind 
Matters is committed to listening to the people that we 
want to reach, to help us understand the issues they face 
and what matters to them.”

The survey and discussion event includes student 
veterinary nurses, veterinary nurses who have qualified 
in the preceding two years, clinical coaches and 
veterinary nursing educators, to ensure all those who 
have an input to and influence on veterinary nurse 
training are able to contribute. 

For more information visit: www.vetmindmatters.org
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Leadership

Ambition two – Structured and rewarding career paths

The RCVS Leadership Initiative

Inspired by the Vet Futures and VN Futures projects, 
the RCVS Leadership initiative seeks to meet the 
College’s strategic ambition ‘to become a Royal 
College with leadership… at its heart, and support this 

creatively and with determination.’ 

It is focussed around three areas of work:
1. Leadership for everyone
2. Leading the profession
3. Tomorrow’s leaders

For more information visit: https://www.rcvs.org.uk/
lifelong-learning/rcvs-leadership-initiative/

Inspiring Veterinary Leaders campaign 
In 2019 the RCVS launched the ‘Inspiring Veterinary 
Leaders’ campaign to highlight and showcase some of the 
veterinary leaders of today and tomorrow, with three VN 
leaders from across the VN profession taking part in the 
campaign.

You can read more about the campaign and view 
videos of the VN leaders sharing their candid stories 
and experiences here: https://www.vnfutures.org.uk/
our-activities/vn-leadership/inspiring-veterinary-leaders-
campaign/

https://www.rcvs.org.uk/lifelong-learning/rcvs-leadership-initiative/
https://www.vnfutures.org.uk/our-activities/vn-leadership/inspiring-veterinary-leaders-campaign/
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Account from Claire 
Hobson
“As an RVN myself, 
who has completed 
the course and now 
as an online mentor 
for the programme, I 
have experienced how 
relevant it is for our 
day-to-day lives.

“I haven’t met an 
RVN yet who hasn’t had to deal with any leadership 
problems or decisions. Maybe the leadership role we 
have isn’t apparent to the individual, but it is there, 
and we need to ensure we take on the responsibility 
and get better at the many decisions we face, which 
sometimes makes us feel uncomfortable.

“I work within VN education and found this course 
helped me to develop much needed skills to deal 
with the challenges I face, this included outside of the 
veterinary practice environment too.

“Almost two years on, I now have a leadership 
position at work, and I feel more relaxed, skilled and 
confident to be able to lead and tackle issues within 
the workplace.”

Account from Kirsty 
Cavill
“I completed The Edward 
Jenner Leadership course 
in 2020. I found this 
online course invaluable 
in equipping me with 
the skill set required of 
a Head Nurse within the 
veterinary profession.

“Delivered in an 
accessible format, the 
course was challenging 
yet motivating, and encouraged a reflective and 
open mindset to explore the concepts of leadership, 
communication, power and care. The course enabled 
me to better understand behaviours and to develop 
adaptive leadership practices to promote effective 
decision making.”

The Edward Jenner Veterinary  
Leadership Programme
The RCVS Edward Jenner Veterinary Leadership 
Programme for Veterinary Professionals is a key 
outcome of the Leadership initiative. The programme, 
which was launched in 2018, is a free-to-access MOOC 
(Massive Open Online Course) for veterinary surgeons 
and veterinary nurses. 

Through VN Futures, the course has been actively 
highlighted to veterinary nurses, and nurses have 
made up approximately 20% of those completing the 
programme.

https://www.rcvs.org.uk/lifelong-learning/rcvs-leadership-initiative/edward-jenner-veterinary-leadership-programme/
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The future

Looking to the next phase of VN Futures, we will draw 
information from a wide range of sources to inform 
the direction of future initiatives for the project.

These sources include (but are not limited to):
• The 2019 Survey of the Veterinary Nursing Profession
• The work on potential legislative reform, led by the 

RCVS Legislation Working Party 
• The 2021 MMI survey for student veterinary nurse 

wellbeing
• The outcomes from the MMI Student Veterinary 

Nurse Wellbeing Discussion Forum
• A survey of the profession conducted by BVNA prior 

to the This Is Us 2020 event
• Data collected during the BVNA This Is Us 2020 event 

VN Futures discussion sessions
• VN Futures interactive discussion events, scheduled 

for BVNA Congress 2021

Future structure
We have learnt a lot over the past five years: that our 
ambitions were just that – ambitious; and that much of 
this work will continue into the next phase of the project 
and beyond. Veterinary nursing is constantly evolving, 
and novel needs and issues that may not have existed at 
the outset of the project plan, will need to be identified, 
addressed and bolstered. Whilst it is of course important 
to have an overall strategy, we need to be flexible and 

consider further needs as they arise.
The RCVS and BVNA will continue to work 

collaboratively and in partnership on the VN Futures 
project, and the leadership for the project will remain 
with the VN Futures Board, with membership provided 
by both organisations.  However, each party will 
take leadership on individual initiatives that sit most 
appropriately with their remit and available resources.

The VN Futures Board has broadened its membership 
to include student veterinary nurse representation, and 
input from the RCVS and BVNA communications teams.

We aim to continue to collaborate with allied 
organisations and groups such as the BVA and Vet 
Futures, and continue to build relationships with 
additional groups, including those in human medicine 
and nursing. 

The coronavirus pandemic has changed the way we 
work, and as for so many other organisations, we aim to 
continue to exploit technology and host more meetings 
and events virtually.

We aim to engage internal and external sources, to 
identify and employ the most suitable people to perform 
particular areas of work as required.

The veterinary nursing profession is a thriving, 
exciting and progressive place to be; and we hope 
that you will be by our side and as excited as we are 
about the future as we move into the next phase of 
the VN Futures project.
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