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Ahead of the pack: why are veterinary
occupations growing much faster than
average?
By Stanislava Ilic-Godfrey
The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) gives veterinary occupations a healthy diagnosis from 2016 to 2026. BLS
employment projections show veterinary occupations are expected to add 51,700 new jobs and grow at a rate of
19 percent over the 2016–26 decade, almost 3 times faster than the 7-percent average projected for all
occupations.1 These occupations include veterinarians, veterinary technologists and technicians, and veterinary
assistants and laboratory animal caretakers.
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This Beyond the Numbers article examines some of the main factors driving up pet care spending, including a
growing pet population, the aging of the pet population, and expanding pet treatment options, which are expected
to create employment opportunities for veterinary occupations from 2016 to 2026.

Veterinary occupations and projected employment
If you’re interested in a career caring for animals, these three major veterinary occupations are projected to have
many job opportunities.
Veterinarians diagnose and treat disease, disorder, or injury in animals, and they provide preventive medicine to
help animals maintain health and avoid diseases. They must be licensed by their respective states in order to
practice. Veterinarians work with technologists, technicians, and assistants in examining, diagnosing, and treating
animals.
Veterinary technologists or technicians have duties similar to those of a nurse who cares for humans. Their
duties include collecting blood samples, giving vaccinations, or performing ultrasounds on animals, usually under
the supervision of a veterinarian.
Veterinary assistants and laboratory animal caretakers typically perform routine animal caretaking tasks, such
as cleaning, preparing, or holding the animal during the exam.
Table 1 shows historical and projected employment data for veterinary occupations.
Table 1. Employment change for veterinary occupations, projected 2016–26
Employment,
2016

Occupation
Veterinarians
Veterinary technologists and
technicians
Veterinary assistants and
laboratory animal caretakers
Total, all veterinary
occupations

Projected employment,
2026

Number change, 2016– Percent change, 2016–
26
26

79,600

94,600

15,000

19

102,000

122,400

20,400

20

83,800

100,000

16,300

19

265,400

317,000

51,700

19

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Employment in all three veterinary occupations is concentrated in the veterinary services industry, where about 6
in 10 workers are from these 3 occupations. (See table 2.) Establishments in this industry include animal hospitals,
veterinarians’ offices, practices, clinics, and veterinary testing laboratories. Veterinary workers typically care for the
health of animals, predominantly pets and companion animals, in these facilities.
Veterinarians may also teach, conduct research related to animal illnesses and diseases, or inspect livestock,
while working at universities or in government.
Table 2 shows the employment share of veterinary occupations by industry in 2016.
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Table 2. Share of employment of veterinary occupations by industry, 2016 (in percent)
Veterinarians
(employment in
percent)

Industry

Veterinary technologists and
technicians (employment in
percent)

Veterinary assistants and laboratory
animal caretakers (employment in
percent)

Veterinary services

79.4

91.0

84.9

Self-employed

13.2

0.2

0.0

Government
Colleges,
universities, and
professional schools;
state, local, and
private institutions
Remaining industries

3.0

1.3

0.8

1.2

3.3

5.7

3.2

4.2

8.6

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Factors driving employment growth
Several related factors are driving the rise in pet care spending and employment growth in the veterinary
occupations and veterinary services industry in the 2016–26 BLS projections: a growing pet population, the aging
of the pet population, and expanding pet treatment options.

Growing pet population
Pets are increasingly treated as companions or even as members of the family.2 The Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) explains that “studies have shown that the bond between people and their pets can
increase fitness, lower stress, and bring happiness to their owners.”3 Also, some researchers suggest that having
dogs and cats can protect against developing allergies and asthma in childhood, while therapy dogs are used to
help veterans and others cope with post-traumatic stress disorder.4
Pet ownership has increased over the last 30 years. One survey by the American Pet Products Association
estimates the number of dogs kept as pets in the United States has increased 50 percent from 1988 to 2017.5
Furthermore, nearly two-thirds of households own a pet in 2018, compared with half of households in the United
States in 1988.6 Cats and dogs account for the largest share of household pets: 2 out of 5 households have a dog,
while 1 in 3 have a cat.7 These pets account for the greatest share of veterinary service visits.8

Aging of the pet population
The average life expectancy for both cats and dogs has increased over time. The average dog’s life expectancy
increased 12.4 percent, from 10.5 years in 2002 to 11.8 years in 2016. The average cat’s life expectancy increased
17.3 percent, from 11.0 years to 12.9 years over the same period.9 By comparison, according to the CDC, from
2002 to 2015 the average U.S. human life expectancy increased 2.3 percent.10 Owners’ focus on pet preventive
care, advances in veterinary medicine and nutrition, and expanded treatment options are among the contributing
factors to longer life expectancy for pets.11

3

U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS

Aging pets, like aging humans, require more healthcare services. Because of aging-related ailments, owners with
older pets require services that often go beyond routine care. Consequently, veterinarians and technologists will
perform more tests, including blood, tissue, and other diagnostic exams, to care for the animals.

Expanded treatment options in diagnostics
Demand for veterinary medicine stems, in part, from advances in human healthcare and technology. Diagnostic
tests and equipment used in human healthcare, such as x rays, computed tomography (CT) scans, and magnetic
resonance imaging (MRI), are finding their applicability in veterinary care.12 These and many other advances
indicate expanded testing and treatment options that veterinarians and technologists can perform on sick or injured
animals.
New technology can help veterinarians diagnose and treat new and complex pet diseases, including cancers.13
The American Veterinary Medicine Association (AVMA) estimates that “approximately 1 in 4 dogs will develop
neoplasia—abnormal growth of cells or tissues that could become cancerous—and almost half of dogs over the
age of 10 will develop cancer. Some cancers, such as lymphoma, are more common in cats than in dogs.”14
Accordingly, pets with cancer or other debilitating ailments, such as those related to kidneys, eyes, and bones, will
need veterinarians and technologists to study and treat sick pets.15 Some veterinarians specialize in areas of
veterinary medicine that did not exist or were not common 20 years ago, such as advanced diagnostic services,
internal medicine, oncology, ophthalmology, orthopedics, and cardiology.16 These treatment options can often
extend the life of the pet.
According to the BLS Consumer Expenditure Survey, average yearly U.S. household spending on pets has
increased 35 percent from $431 in 2007 to $583 in 2016.17 The two top components of pet spending, pet food and
veterinary care, have both increased in past decades. Specifically, the veterinary services share of pet spending
increased from one-quarter to one-third of the total pet spending by households. Household spending on
veterinary services remains the second largest pet expenditure, behind spending on pet food, since 2007.18
With veterinarians offering more treatment options for sick and aging animals, some owners are willing to spend
more to prolong the life of their pets. A recent study on pet spending shows that owners spend more on veterinary
services at the end of their pets’ lives.19 The same study points out that spending spikes as pets are nearing their
end of life are similar to increases in spending in human healthcare. Although pet insurance coverage is not nearly
as widespread as human healthcare insurance, some owners use pet insurance or set up emergency funds to
cover the cost of care for illnesses in their pets.20

Conclusion
A growing, aging pet population and more advanced pet treatment care options are the major factors driving
increased spending on pets. In turn, this increase in pet care spending is the primary source of employment growth
of veterinary occupations, projected to nearly triple the average growth through 2026.
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Employment opportunities for veterinarians, veterinary technologists and technicians, and veterinary assistants
and laboratory animal caretakers will expand primarily due to demand increases for pet and companion animal
care.

This Beyond the Numbers article was prepared Stanislava Ilic-Godfrey, economist in the Office of Employment and Unemployment
Statistics, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Email: ilic-godfrey.stanislava@bls.gov. Telephone: 202-691-5690.
Information in this article will be made available upon request to individuals with sensory impairments. Voice phone: (202) 691-5200.
Federal Relay Service: 1-800-877-8339. This article is in the public domain and may be reproduced without permission.
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