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CAREER SO FAR:

My journey began when I was 7 years of age which is

when I knew I wanted to be a vet. I came from a

working-class background and was brought up in a

make-shift house with a corrugated iron roof!  Sadly,

my father died when I was 10 years old but with the

support of my mother and her determination to give

me the opportunity to have a better life, I managed

to achieve a bursary to attend a convent school. I

was offered a last-minute place at the RVC when

someone dropped out.

 

Academically, I found veterinary school very

challenging and in nearly all the exams I just about

scraped a pass. However, the one subject I did excel

in was dermatology, and here began my passion for

becoming a veterinary dermatologist, which drove

me to study for the RCVS Certificate in Veterinary

Dermatology alongside raising a young family and

working part-time. I then became the lead

Veterinary Dermatologist within the CVS group,

setting up the New Graduate Training Programme in

Dermatology and running two very successful

dermatology referral services at Lumbry Park and

Highcroft Referrals.  I was also the Allergy Vet

Advisor for Axiom Veterinary Laboratories for

several years and am currently the President of the

BVDSG (British Veterinary Dermatology Study

Group) as well as a KOL (key opinion leader) for

numerous pharmaceutical companies. 

 

Recently, I have become increasingly interested in

the use of technology to enhance and extend

veterinary care both in the UK and around the world

to improve animal welfare, which led to me founding

Vet-AI with my husband (Robert Dawson, also a vet)

and his business partner in 2018.  Vet-AI has a

telemedicine platform called Joii and a research and

development arm based at Leeds University

developing artificial intelligence tools to enhance

our understanding and provision of veterinary care.
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Meetings with the technical team and app

development

Investor meetings

Channel partner and animal health company

meetings

Development of algorithms underpinning the

symptom checker in Joii

One-to-one meetings supporting the clinical team

Liaising with our operations manager dealing with

HR and recruitment

Rota management

Seeing dermatology referrals at a local practice and

for Joii

Writing talks and presentations for meetings and

video content for animal health companies

Clinical team meetings and clinical club meetings

and working on pioneering telemedicine within the

business

DESCRIBE YOUR TYPICAL DAY:

After spending two decades in practice my work now

involves supporting and developing the incredible team

of vets and nurses that have joined our new venture. 

My challenge is to develop a culture and framework for

our clinical team to thrive within.

A fairly typical day starts by seeing my two teenage

daughters off to school at 7.50am, making a cafetiere

of coffee with my husband and discussing the

objectives of the day ahead, opening up the laptop and

then working on a combination of the following;

Although my official job title is Chief Veterinary

Officer, I prefer the title of Chief Happiness Officer –

this better describes what I think my most important

role is within the business.

At 4.30pm the girls arrive home from school and always

have a story to tell and lots to talk about their day.  At

5.30pm my husband and I head off to either a spin or

body pump class (I am passionate about the importance

of exercise for physical and mental wellbeing), before

checking in with work again in the early evening.  On a

good day, we love to walk to our local pub with the

Telegraph Cryptic crossword for an early evening beer!
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me feel fulfilled as a person".



 

 

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR TOP SUCCES AND WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM THIS?

The thing that makes me most proud is becoming a referral veterinary dermatologist and all that that has

allowed me to do and the opportunities that have arisen.  The satisfaction that comes from making a

difference to pets with chronic skin disease and having the time and resources to spend with owners to

manage these conditions in a referral setting is what makes me feel most rewarded.  Becoming BVDSG

president after 10 years on the Committee has been an honour and privilege and a highlight of my career.

 

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST CHALLENGE, SETBACK OR FAILURE AND HOW HAVE YOU OVERCOME

IT? HOW DID YOU GROW OR CHANGE AS A RESULT? 

I have had a number of challenges in my life, but without doubt the biggest one was being diagnosed with

invasive breast cancer in 2017, just 2 years after losing my mother to ovarian cancer.  I then underwent

radiotherapy, several surgical procedures including a mastectomy and revision surgery, and chemotherapy.

Following a number of complications I experienced a septic crisis during chemotherapy and spent a week in

hospital on triple i/v antibiotics and nearly lost my life.  With the incredible support of my husband, family

and friends, I made a full recovery and although I returned to work as a referral dermatologist soon after

finishing chemotherapy, my experiences made me re-evaluate my life and what made me feel fulfilled as a

person.   This coincided with the decision to set up Vet-AI and work closely with my husband pioneering a

new business venture. 

 

My second biggest challenge was losing my step-father (who brought me up from the age of 13) to suicide

in 2018.  He suffered with anxiety and depression after my mother’s death and finding him hanging in his

home was the most traumatic experience I have ever had to deal with.  As a result, I have become more

passionate about the issue of mental health and wanting to help address the problem we face as a

profession with a rising suicide rate and issues surrounding poor mental health.

 

WHAT COMPROMISES HAVE YOU HAD TO MAKE AND WHAT, IF ANYTHING, COULD HAVE HELPED?

As a working mother, the biggest challenge is balancing a rewarding career with a happy home life. 

Studying for career progression whilst supporting a young family and running a busy home whilst trying to

find time for yourself is impossibly difficult, and usually something always has to give – usually the time for

yourself!

 

A more flexible working routine would have helped me enormously, and whilst I understand that

telemedicine is a controversial subject, I believe that carefully implemented, it provides an exciting

opportunity to widen access to veterinary care to more patients and to extend veterinary care into owners’

home environments in a cost-effective way. Further to this, by introducing new ways for vets and nurses to

work in ways that are likely to be more flexible, it has the potential to benefit the veterinary workforce

helping to address the current retention, motivation and job satisfaction crisis.

 

 

DESCRIBE YOURSELF IN A SENTENCE:

Positive, organised, kind and thoughtful

 

HOW WOULD OTHERS DESCRIBE YOU:

My husband describes me as a voice of reason in a world of madness!  My daughters say that I’m

reliable and get things done!  My work colleagues describe me as the glue that holds us all together.



WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU HAVE GIVEN TO YOUR YOUNGER SELF, THAT YOU WOULD NOW GIVE TO

OTHERS WANTING TO FOLLOW YOUR PATH?

Never give up.  Follow your dream.   If you want something badly enough, you will overcome the challenges

and succeed.

 

I COULDN’T HAVE GOT WHERE I AM TODAY WITHOUT...

The support of my parents, friends, colleagues and especially Robert my husband

 

WHAT ARE YOUR THREE TOP LIKES?

1. Doing the Telegraph cryptic crossword with Robert over a pint at our local pub

2. Spending fun times with the kids (board games, holidays, roast dinners)

3. The endorphin rush after a good spin class – feeling fit in body and mind!

 

WHAT ARE YOUR THREE TOP DISLIKES?

1. Rudeness and impoliteness 

2. Procrastination! (just get on with it!)

3. Lack of focus

 

WHAT IS  THE MOST HELPFUL BOOK YOU’VE READ AND WHY?

I am by no means an avid reader, but the most useful book I have read is called “Beyond Bullet Points” by

Cliff Atkinson.  I was recommended this at a Hills Veterinary Conference by a renowned international

speaker and it made me completely re-think the way I create Powerpoint presentations! 

 

OHTER RESOURCES YOU'D RECOMMEND:

As a business communication channel, we use “Slack” and find it indispensable to allow a team working

remotely to communicate with each other on a minute-by-minute basis.  We have numerous channels

designed specifically to post particular types of content, and I spend quite a lot of time assimilating the

information posted on this.

 

SARAH'S SOCIAL MEDIA AND CONTACT DETAILS:

sw@vet-ai.com

https://www.vet-ai.com/

https://www.joiipetcare.com/

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Many thanks to Sarahfor sharing her story to inspire veterinary women to aspire and grow into their full

career potential. 

If you would like to share your story please get in touch at info@veterinarywoman.co.uk

Visit the website for more information and resources at www.veterinarywoman.co.uk

Follow us on Facebook: Veterinary Woman Twitter: @VeterinaryWoman LinkedIn: @veterinary woman


