
Be proactive about suspected abuse and neglect cases.
• Develop a plan: Put policies in place regarding 

what to do when abuse is suspected, procedures 
and protocols for safety, and when to contact law 
enforcement.

• Take a team approach: Make sure that everyone 
knows their role in suspected abuse cases.

• Get to know your local humane agents and law 
enforcement officers.

• Take training classes from local, state, and/or 
national veterinary and other associations to 
learn how to recognize and report animal abuse.

• Role-play scenarios that might present to your 
practice—such as animal abuse, domestic 
violence, or elder abuse—so you and your team 
can practice handling these situations.

PLANNING & COMMUNICATING
IN SUSPECTED CASES OF ANIMAL ABUSE

Communication strategies to use when you suspect a case of abuse or neglect.
• Ask open-ended questions so the client is 

prompted to tell their own story. 
• “Tell me what happened.” 

• “How did this injury occur?” 

• Pause and be silent. Allow time for the client to 
answer your questions.

• Practice reflective listening: Repeat and confirm 
what you heard the client say to make sure you 
have accurate information.

• For key details, ask questions a couple of times in 
different ways and note whether the responses 
are consistent. 

• Keep your nonverbal communication neutral.
• Maintain a neutral tone: Speak in a calm, even voice.

• Watch your body language: Don't cross arms, point 
fingers, or clench fists.

• Make sure your facial expressions are relaxed: Don't 
frown or glare.

Techniques to reduce client defensiveness and encourage an accurate history.
Although it may be difficult to stay neutral, it is important to compartmentalize your feelings and 
remain clinical. We do this for the benefit of the animal. Examples include: 

• Use non-judgmental language. 

• Avoid using sarcastic comments. 

• Use clear, honest, and sensitive language. 

• Avoid blaming or using accusatory language.

• Empathize without approving of the behavior, as 
this builds trust.
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How to handle a client who becomes agitated, angry or defensive.
Keep in mind, not all situations will benefit from these techniques. Use your discretion and err on the 
side of safety. 

• Momentarily shift away from sensitive subjects 
or questions. Once the client is calmer, address 
the subject again by using different language or 
approach. 

• Be empathic and non-judgmental.

• Remain calm, controlled, and professional.

• Watch and listen carefully to the person’s real 
message.

• Focus on client non-verbals

• e.g., flushed face, posturing, elevated tone

• Acknowledge the client’s non-verbals as you see 
them.
• e.g., “It seems like you are getting upset.” 

• Use non-threatening nonverbals (body language, 
facial expressions, etc.)

• Don’t match defensive posturing. Stay seated, 
uncross your arms, and remain neutral. 

• Invite client to sit down. 

• Talk quietly; don’t raise your voice to match the 
client’s. 

• Allow silence for reflection.

• Ignore or redirect challenging behaviors.

• Set limits.
• e.g., “I want to talk with you, and I can’t do it 

when you are yelling at me.”

Ensure your own and your staff's safety in volatile situations.
Remember, your safety and the safety of your staff is paramount. 

• Make sure to have a clear exit from the room.

• Maintain a barrier (such as an exam table) 
between you and the client.

• Invite the client to sit, and only sit if they sit.

• Have another person in the room with you so they 
can summon help if necessary. 

• Alternatively, have another person nearby 
monitoring the room so they can text, call, 
or enter the room to ask for your assistance, 
providing both an interruption and an excuse to 
leave.

VETERINARY STAFF SAFETY
IN SUSPECTED CASES OF ANIMAL ABUSE
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