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Abstract
‘Opportunities’, that has been my favourite buzz word
for the last 14+ years and if you had a look at my CV
you would understand why. The opportunities in the
Animal Technology industry are great and there are
many ways to enter and develop a career within this
industry.

What kept me in the industry for so long? Do I have any
regrets?

Have I tried to leave?

For me, I was 14 years old when I decided I wanted to
become a veterinary surgeon. I did voluntary work at a
small veterinary practice for six months after school
and at weekends and ‘I got bored’. I received no advice
from the veterinarians, my school or even my parents.
I did some more research through the careers section
in the local job centre and found animal technology, so
at 15 years old I decided that was the job for me. At 16
years old I started work as a trainee animal technician
at Glasgow University, fast forward a good few years…
and I am still in the industry.

I have come a long way, but more importantly so has
animal research. Some things have been good, some
bad and some just a pain. As a person starting at a
young age has my perception and thoughts about the
industry changed since then? Has the industry made
me change? Has legislation made me change? Has
society made me change? Or is it just maturity? What
challenges are mature, young and new technicians
facing today?

Furthermore, what challenges are faced by employers?
Or by employees to want to stay in this industry?

Life is a journey, and I have shaped that journey by
choice (mostly good choices), hard work, being in the
right place at the right time and a certain amount of
luck, but most importantly by embracing the
opportunities presented to me. This is my journey I
would like to share.

Introduction
When I look back at my life, at my career, I have been
in pretty much the same career path from the age of
16-year-old when I left school. That was in 1981 at
Glasgow University in the Department of Dermatology
animal facility looking after mice and Guinea pigs as a
trainee Animal Technician. Since then my career path
has taken me through many great opportunities. Some
have been a certain amount of luck being in the right
place at the right time. Some of that ‘luck’ was having
a good set of skills and knowledge behind me. One
thing I did learn which I hold to this day, if you have the
opportunity to do something or learn something
provided by your employer – TAKE IT. All too often I
would hear technicians say, “I don’t like that”, “where
am I going to use that”, “it looks boring” and other
negative remarks. For me that is the wrong attitude, I
honestly cannot think of any situation whereby I turned
down an opportunity to learn! It also helped that those
11 years at Glasgow University (in two facilities) my
manager gave me those opportunities; a good manager
does help.

The journey
Between Glasgow University and Organon Laboratories
Ltd, these accounted for approximately 21 years of my
working life with the next 17 or more years taking up
the rest.

Figure 1. My career journey.
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So, two jobs in 21 years based in Scotland (UK) and
nine jobs over 17 years in Auckland (NZ), Palmerston
North (NZ), England (UK) and currently Hong Kong.

If you look at the IAT Career Pathway for Animal
Technologists (Figure 3) you see there is a linear route
of progression via different course providers and a
rough time guideline to achieve a high position in the
industry which is typically a mangers role. That is fine
and there are lots of people who have done just that. As
are there people who get to a position/grade with a nice
salary, a good working environment who are quite happy
staying where they are. I once knew two technicians,
one got up to a grade 5 and stayed in that position until

Figure 2. Job locations.

Figure 3. Institute of Animal Technology Career
Pathway.

he retired, and another who attained a Grade 3 position.
I think he tried to progress but for various reasons never
achieved a higher grade and stayed as a ‘hands on’
technician with a limited licence. They did not
necessarily want to continue studying and move up the
ladder with the added responsibility not forgetting the
politics that are always there regardless if it’s a
University, a CRO or a large Pharma. The politics are the
same, just different people.

When I first started, I was a Trainee Technician for 2
years before I got my Personal Licence under the
Cruelty to Animals Act 1876. Then I was considered for
a promotion which was dependent on gaining an ONC
in Biological Sciences. Nowadays people can start
doing animal work after a very short period of time, in
its simplest form they sit a couple of exams after a few
days of lectures, a hands on animal handling
assessment and then they can apply for a license to
carry out a range of procedures on living animals.
However, some institutions may require additional in-
house training before they are deemed competent to
carry out these procedures and then possibly only
under supervision. It is still a long way short of the 2
years I had to go through and then I was supervised
until I was deemed competent. That is no reflection of
the training requirements that have been adopted today
as my two-year training was implemented by my
employer at the time, not legislation. The range and
availability of qualifications today is fantastic from a
variety of providers and range from the basics onto
more specialised areas around animals in research.

However, there is a whole world of opportunities
whereby you can come into and out of the Animal
Technologist field without compromising a career
pathway as can be seen in Figure 4.

The arrows represent pathways in and out of the linear
approach to a career pathway whereby you can move
between disciplines and even specialise. These all have
a certain amount of transferrable skills and even making
a side way move will allow you to use these skills and
knowledge to gain this position and at the same time
learn new skills. I have known people who started as

Figure 4. A non-linear career pathway.
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Animal Technologists, moved into sales, set up their own
business, went back into sales and even back into an
animal facility over several years. Around 2011 I was
getting to the end of a 2-year fixed term contract working
mainly with pigs involved in human nutrition trials.
I absolutely loved working with pigs and the location, the
salary was great, and I had learnt a lot of new skills.
These included, making a research diet from scratch,
setting up and running studies, helping with study
design, designing/modifying cages/pens/rooms as
examples. What I did not like was smelling like a pig for
2-years. Leaving work on a Friday night, I would shower,
change my clothes then go to the pub to meet friends.
I would always sit at the end of the table as on smelling
myself I would not want to sit next to me.

I decided to get out of animal technology and do
something different and I looked at what skills I had
that I could use in a completely different industry
without having to retrain. The skills I looked at were
project managing, working with people and key
stakeholders, writing reports, working outside the box
and ability to learn legislation very quickly. These
coupled with my liking of driving, the countryside and
building renovation and design I went into real estate.
I decided to specialise in selling lifestyle properties,
bare land blocks, kennels, catteries and motels etc.
I did this for just under 3 years where I was self-
employed which I loved, but that’s another story. This
and a short period trying out a role as a recruitment
consultant in the UK are the only times, I have actively
tried to leave the animal profession.

Skills learnt
Some skills and knowledge are gained through training,
whether that’s a formal course of study, working with a
colleague(s) in your institution or attending seminars,
meetings, conferences and visiting other facilities and
institutions. There is a however a lot gained just from
doing a job or task and I am not referring to a particular
task, but things that can happen around it. I am
referring to situations that are not in a textbook, or in a
trainer’s notes and you cannot even use Google to find
it. Look at Figure 5, these are all skills that you can be
taught and find in a textbook.

What about intuition, gut feelings, perception, hair
standing up on the back of your neck feeling! In these
situations, you are learning, which will add to your skills
and knowledge not forgetting plain good old maturity, in
my case at least. Take a manager/technologist doing a
job for 30 years, do you think you can get their skills
and knowledge passed onto another technologist in the
30 days of their notice period. No, you cannot, that is
a skill and knowledge set that will be lost forever.

Working at various facilities you will encounter a variety
of different species depending on the nature of work
associated with that institution or facility, whether it is
a big pharmaceutical company, contract research
organisation, university or a small independent
company specialising in a particular field. On my
journey I have worked with a lot of different species,
undoubtedly mice and rats being the most common
species used. But I have worked with other species
such as sheep, dogs, zebra finches, pigeons, horses
and cats as shown in Figure 6, some of which I have
bred within the facilities I worked.

Figure 5. Skills required as an Animal Technologist.

Figure 6. Diferent species used in animal research.

The species highlighted in red are those used within
the facility but, which I do not have practical working
experience of. However, outside of work I have kept and
or bred, snakes, rabbits, quail, sheep, finches,
hamsters, pigeons, horses, dogs, ferrets and chickens,
not on the list are budgies, cockatiels and parrots.

If you moved between countries as I have done, some
countries do not have any research using particular
species. As in Hong Kong I am unaware of any dog, cat
or primate work being carried out. Sheep are pretty
much non-existent whereas pigs are available and
used.

Positions held
If you were to move around you may encounter being
‘given’ co-opted into positions which really you cannot
avoid. Managers would often be added to an Ethics
committee, become a Named Animal Care and Welfare
Officer (NACWO) are just two examples.
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At around the age of 19 years old I was appointed the
Health and Safety Officer for the facility bearing in mind
I started at 16 years, 2 years as a trainee then the next
year I was ‘given’ this added duty. I knew nothing about
Health and Safety, I was given no training so ended up
getting in touch with Glasgow Health Board safety
department where I spent some time with them
learning Health and Safety. This stood me very well as
I went on to learn more about safety in general and
more specifically, Health and Safety within an animal
facility. This also led me to become an Animal
Laboratory Technician managing up to 9 operating/
procedure rooms and associated laboratory space.
Along the way I was given a variety of courses to attend
which ranged from manual handling, risk assessment,
surgery modules, sea container inspection for
Biosecurity, interview skills and not forgetting areas
such as computer skills. When I moved from a
technologist position to that of a manager, I was given
a PC and laptop. At the time I could plug them in and
could find the on/off buttons, that was as far as my PC
skills went. Moving between those positions my CV was
produced on a typewriter. Those were the days.

Out of the box opportunities
With some jobs comes opportunities and perks. When
I was managing a kennel and small CRO site in New
Zealand it was on a 10-acre lifestyle block in the
country on flat sandy soil a few miles from the beach.
Here, as well as the position coming with a house, we

Figures 9 and 10. Beagle breeding stock.

Figure 7. Additional roles.

Figure 8. At home.

had free range to use the land/paddocks as we
pleased. There I housed our 3 horses, (Figure 8) I had
a dog, pigeons/finches again and I started to raise
‘bobby’ calves (0-4-day old calves).

As part of the job I also had to breed beagles. I had a
stud of approximately. 30 breeding bitches and 5 stud
dogs.

I was here for approx. 1 year, 6 months in the role and
6 months as weekend ‘caretaker’ as the property was
frequently targeted by the anti-vivisectionists. This I
loved as when in the UK you are advised not to engage
with anti-vivisectionists. In New Zealand, my boss gave
me free reign to “engage”. So I did with great delight,
armed with my cup of tea and biscuits I would go down
and confront them with my camera taking pictures of
them and their cars threatening to go to their places of
work and homes telling their neighbours and work
colleagues they would rather save a mouse than their
children or family pet. After a while the frequency and
numbers dropped dramatically until they eventually
stopped, I guess they saw me as too much work and
not an easy pushover.

The challenges in roles
Very often there can be many challenges when in a
position and throughout your career whether you are an
employer and or employee. These challenges can have
a very profound affect in the working environment and
how you deal with these can make or break how much
you like being there.
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These can come from

� employers
� employees
� the Industry Itself
� the Public
� governments

Employers
Business guru Jack Welch stated ‘the workforce
consists of 20 per cent of people who are high
performers, 10 per cent that you should get rid of and
70 per cent who do okay. The problem is the 70 per
cent’. Most managers want everyone in the 20 per
cent. We need to be careful not to believe that the 70
per cent are underperformers. Sometimes we need to
celebrate the competence of the masses not the
superpowers of the elite. As managers, we are not
managing things, we are empowering people and
making the best use of whatever it is they bring to the
table. If there is something challenging happening in a
staff member’s personal life, they will have limited
capacity left to deal with issues at work. Someone
suddenly under-performing at work! It may have nothing
to do with work. Put your caring hat on and ask
questions at the same level as them, not towering
above them as the boss. Believe me it makes a
massive difference and the respect you may eventually
earn from staff is very humbling.

Sometimes companies look for a new direction or float
along year on year and then decide to ask an expert for
advice. Speak to your own staff first. So many
managers and companies fall into the trap of asking
external consultants for answers and then trying to
implement the recommendations over the top of tried-
and-true employees. In almost every case, your own
staff already know the answers.

Employees
A career is a marathon, not a sprint
Allow yourself time to breathe and grow. Things will
come if you work hard and allow yourself time to
become experienced at things. When you are young in
the workplace, do not act as a novice. If you are smart
and competent, step up and do whatever you can do in
a mature way. Similarly, when you are an older worker,
don’t act like it. Approach your day with youthful energy.

Do not just network with people your own age
In the older person’s world, others can be seen as ‘bright
young things’. This gives confidence that the future is in
good hands. How arrogant! How many times have you
heard that? Smart 20-somethings should make sure
they network with older people too. In fact, their
networking should be about meeting useful mentors and
career champions who can quickly open doors.

Similarly, older, successful people shouldn’t just sit in

musty offices talking about the 1970s or 1980s. They
should be proactively seeking out smart, young people
who can shake them out of their comfort zone and
open their eyes to new ideas.

Do not put off working overseas
Geography is becoming less relevant. If you get the
chance to work overseas and you aspire to do it, take
it. There is never a right time, I left the UK in 2004
moving to New Zealand with my wife and two young girls
(~3 and 10 years old) with no job. Did not know anyone
and had never been there before. You will regret the
things you fail to do far more than the things you do.

Work in a facility where you have friends
You spend a lot of time at work so you should work
with people you like. Work is much better if you are
among friends. The happiest people are those who do
things they are passionate about with people they
really like. Further to that, if you find you have taken
on a job you hate, ditch it quickly. Your career can
survive a few well-intentioned detours and wrong
paths. I tried working in staff recruitment as I thought
this is different and the company offered me the
chance, in fact I was offered two jobs from different
managers in the same office. I started in this position
with excitement of a 20s something – I hated it, after
2-3 weeks I was ready to resign but didn’t and stayed
for 3 months. I held off until other positions back in
the animal industry were starting to materialise, by
which point I was having interviews with 3 prominent
companies within the Animal Technology sector.
Eventually accepting one and pulling out of an
interview with 45mins notice, not the best action to
take but my pathway was set. It turns out that I did
eventually go and work for that employer 1 year later,
so pulling out of an interview so late in the game did
not do me any harm, though I would not recommend
this to be normal or acceptable practice.

Never sacrifice personal ethics for a work reason
If you work somewhere that compromises your
personal, professional ethics and values, get out of
there as quickly as you can. Good people will be
unnerved by things that they do not feel comfortable
with. If it doesn’t feel right, it probably isn’t. Bad things
only manifest when good people do not take a stand.

Never work for a horrible boss or company
environment
Life is way too short to tolerate bad bosses. If you find
yourself working for one, unless you are desperate or
starving, start looking for a new job. Immediately. Then
sack the bad boss by leaving.

There is a story regarding President John F Kennedy’s
visit to the American National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) during which he asked a cleaner
what his job was. The cleaner replied that he sent
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rockets to the moon. Never underestimate the value of
ANYONE in your facility or company. We should take the
time to be part of the big picture and always feel
connected with the true objectives of our workplace.
From the bottom to the top and from the top to the
bottom. Don’t wait for someone to tell you that internal
communication is rubbish. Find out for yourself and
make your own judgement as you could end up
following and believing someone else’s view of the
workplace and it is after all THEIR opinion…..don’t be a
sheep.

Recognise that failure is learning, doesn’t mean you
should actively look to fail.

Some reasons why people leave the profession
� anti vivisection activity
� contract ended
� veganism
� peer pressure – family and friends
� clamp down on types of research by governments
� personal choice
� personality clashes at work
� hate the culture
� hate my boss
� navigate to my hobby
� take overs
� business closures
� romance
� compassion fatigue
� wanting to travel

In my travels I have experienced cultures which treat
animals differently and you cannot attack it like a bull
in a china shop or in the case of cows freely walking
along the road in the middle of a town (Figure 11). The
collars are not for identification but are fluorescent so
vehicles can see them at night.

Figure 11. ‘Free range’ cattle.

Figure 12. Free living macaques in Hong Kong.

Figure 13. The journey continues.

There is also a population of approximately 1,800
Rhesus, Long-tailed and their hybrids, macaques in
Hong Kong. Yes, do not feed the monkeys, they have
sharp teeth and are just waiting to see if you have a
hint of a tasty morsel of food.

Bins are not provided in some areas as the monkeys go
through them looking for scraps of food and it is
against the law to feed them with a fine of $10,000
upon conviction.

The journey – continues
Where to from here? Will I stop? Probably not. Will I
move to another country or back to where I call home
which is New Zealand? Probably yes. Will it be a direct
move?… Who knows, I did think back in 2016 I would
be heading back to New Zealand after spending 3 years
in the UK but ended up in Hong Kong. It comes back to
opportunities, if its right for you and it works, and you
can push aside the ‘excuses’ and the people clouding
your judgment, then do it. As I write this, I have just
moved onto a new 2-year contract in Hong Kong and I
have an outside business practice (registered in Hong
Kong).

The reason, because I can. Why not, try something new.
If it works, great, if it doesn’t, at least I gave it a go.

My take home message
Employees
� take control of your destiny
� speak up – speak with your manager, engage with

your employer
� take every opportunity that is presented to you
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Employers
� listen
� be happy for someone who leaves your employment

– they may want to come back with even more and
better skills

� let your staff grow

Life is too short
As I finish writing this, my situation is changing again
and I am heading away from Hong Kong to my next
adventure.

Dedication
I would like to dedicate this short life summary to my
Aunt Nena who died many years ago from cancer. She
was one of those people who listened to other people
then told them if they were talking nonsense but she
did it nicely. She inspired me to do things, I loved her
for that.


