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Revenue Growth
Companion animal practice revenue for the 593 VHMA practices included in  
this month’s study showed similar growth in May as in April. Total revenue  
growth was 4.2% from May, 2017 to May, 2018; both months had the same  
number of work days in them so that wasn’t an influence. Canine revenue  
growth was 5.0% and feline growth was 0.4%. Year to date growth for 2018 is 
3.9%; this is lower than 2017 growth of 5.1%.   

Patient Visits
There was little growth in total unique patient visits in the first four  
months of 2018; however, May was a little better. Total visits for May, 2018 
compared to May, 2017 increased by 0.5%. Canine visits increased by 1.3% 
and feline visits declined by a disappointing 3.2%. In spite of the slight  
improvement in May, year to date growth for 2018 is just 0.1% compared  
to total 2017 growth of 1.3%. (Note that the term “visits” is defined as  
unique purchases of either products or services for an individual pet.)

New Client Growth
New client numbers in May, 2018 compared to May, 2017 declined 
by 11%. This continues to be a discouraging trend as these numbers 
have declined almost every month of the last three years.             

Remember that the above figures represent averages across all the practices in the study; in order to understand what is going on  
in YOUR practice, you need to look not only at what your revenue growth was during these months (and going forward) but also at the 
drivers of growth in YOUR practice such as changes in invoices, visits, ATC, fee increases, new clients and client retention. This will give 
you the information to make intelligent decisions about where to focus your time and efforts to increase growth.

The Insider’s Insight Benchmark Report is a publication provided by the Veterinary Hospital Managers Association (VHMA).  The report tracks  
key economic indicators to determine how VHMA member practices are performing, as well as results from VHMA surveys on issues impacting  
the profession. There are approximately 600 VHMA member practices who contribute to the data for the key economic indicators. Data is  
representative of companion animal practices only.
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More About Fees 
by

Karen E. Felsted, CPA, MS, DVM, CVPM, CVA PantheraT Veterinary Management Consulting

In the Insiders’ Insights report published in March, 
2018, we reported on the fee increases practices 
were planning or had already implemented for 2018. 
In addition we asked about the factors or strategies 
used in deciding how much to increase either the 
shopped or non-shopped services in the practice. 
Responses were similar for both types of fees and 
the main factors taken into account for each were 
inflation, the overall cost of doing business, increases 
in practice costs, what other practices are charging 
and information from fee references such as those 
published by AAHA and as a part of the Well- 
Managed Practice Benchmarks Study.  

This month’s survey drilled deeper into how  
practices set fees and what information they use.  
The first question asked: “What is the primary  
approach your practice uses in setting SERVICE 
prices?”  Practices were allowed to select one answer.

continued on pg. 3
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1. What is the primary approach your practice uses in setting SERVICE prices?
 (Select one answer)
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Answers varied widely; the approach selected by the biggest 
group of respondents was cost-based pricing with 40% of 
the respondents choosing this answer. Costs are certainly an 
important factor in setting prices; in the long-run, if a practice 
charges fees that don’t cover its costs, it will go bankrupt. 
However, cost can’t be the only factor in setting prices  
because, to a large extent, customers don’t care what it costs 
to provide a service. They want to pay a price that correlates 
with the value they receive. Interestingly enough, only about 
5% of the respondents to this survey selected value based 
pricing as their primary approach. We don’t know why so 
few practices chose that method but it is probably because 
it can be difficult to correlate value to price and we don’t 
have strong data in veterinary medicine to indicate what 
kind of value pet owners are willing to pay more for. Most of 
the respondents who selected “Other” said that they used a 
combination of the different kinds of pricing approaches and/
or used different approaches for different kinds of services.
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The next question asked: 
“What is the primary  
approach your practice  
uses in setting PRODUCT 
prices?”  Again, practices 
were allowed to select  
one answer.

The vast majority of  
respondents selected  
the cost-based pricing  
approach for product  
pricing. Most of those  
who selected “Other” said 
they used some variation  
of cost based pricing or  
a combination of the  
approaches. A few  
respondents mentioned 
they looked at what on-line 
pharmacies were charging.
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2. What is the primary approach your practice uses in setting PRODUCT prices?
 (Select one answer)
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The next question asked: 
“When setting 2018 fees,  
how did (or will) your prac-
tice get information about  
the prices others in your 
market charge for products  
and services?” Respondents 
were asked to select all  
that apply.

The use of published fee 
guides was the most popular 
choice followed by checking 
prices of local competitors. 
In addition to the fee guides 
mentioned specifically in  
the above question, several 
Canadian guides and other 
sources of fee information 
were noted in the “Other” 
section. A number of respon-
dents in the “Other” section 
also noted that they reviewed 
invoices from other local 
area clinics that new clients 
brought as part of their 
records. 
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3. When setting 2018 fees, how did (or will) your practice get information about the
 prices others in your market charge for products and services?
 (Select all that apply) Responses:  174
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Several respondents mentioned discussing fees with other local practices. Be careful! These kinds  
of discussions may violate U.S. anti-trust laws and legal action has previously been taken 
against groups and individuals in the veterinary field.

When developing a pricing structure, other issues to be considered include the role of discounts  
and price promotions, price bundles, the offering of complementary products, and other strategies. 
The next questions touch on these issues.

The first of these questions asks “What kind of discounts do you currently offer your customers?”  
Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

The most commonly selected discount was, not  
surprisingly, that for employees. While the primary 
focus of this month’s questions is on setting prices for 
clients, all practices should regularly review employee 
discounts and make sure they are doing what they  
are meant to do: attract and keep good quality staff. 
Some of the questions to be asked when reviewing 
these discounts include:

n	 Are the pet care benefits and overall benefits 
 offered to employees competitive with other  
 practices?

n	 Are employees abusing the benefit?

n	 Are employee receivable balances too high?

Whether or not to continue offering these discounts  
is a question to be considered in a similar fashion to 
the offering of any other employee benefit.

The next most commonly selected category is the 
discounts given to animal welfare organizations.  
In most practices, the animal welfare organization  
isn’t considered a “client” in the same way individual 

pet owners are. Some practices give discounts to  
animal welfare organizations as a way of giving back  
or helping the community; others do it as part of a  
program to attract new pet owners. Often both  
reasons apply. As with employee discounts, these  
discounts should be reviewed regularly to determine  
if they are accomplishing the stated goals.

The most common discounts offered to pet owners  
are new client discounts, military discounts and senior 
citizen discounts; about 1/3 of the respondents selected 
each of these. Client discount programs mentioned in 
the “Other” category include:

● Discounts included in pay-by-the-month 
 preventive care plans

● Multi-pet discounts

● Product discounts offered by vendors

● Marketing discounts such as local mailer coupons 
 or discounts to large employers in the area

● Working dog discounts (EMS, fire, police, etc.)
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4. What kinds of discounts do you currently o�er your customers?  (Select all that apply)
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Bundled services are often attractive to clients, particularly when they come with a cost savings.  
The next question asked: “What kind of bundled service packages do you offer? Select all that apply.”

Not surprisingly, spay/neuter packages are the  
most common with dental packages a close second. 
Bundled services listed in the “Other” section include: 
well-pet checkups including lab work, a bundled rate 
for all puppies in a litter, unlimited non-emergency 
exams per year, laser packages, acupuncture packages, 
ear infection package, and a heartworm test bundled 
with 12 months purchase of heartworm prevention.

We know that setting fees properly is an important 
task in a veterinary practice; yet our profession doesn’t 
really have good quality, comprehensive tools and 
models to help with this process. The Insiders’ Insights 
survey asked “What information that you don’t 
currently have (or don’t measure) would help your 
practice make better pricing decisions?”  This was  
an open-ended question with a wide variety of  
answers; however, many of the comments fell into 
several primary categories.

One of the most common responses had to do  
with the need for local or regional fee information, 
specifically a fee guide with prices for various services/
products. Due to anti-trust laws in the U.S., there are 
significant limitations to what can be published at the 
local level and that is the primary reason the profes-
sion doesn’t see more of these guides. This is unlikely 
to change anytime soon. A number of respondents to 
this survey are from Canada and Canadian law allows 
for more detailed fee guides than can be done in the 

U.S. Individual practices can certainly gather this  
information the way they always have by calling 
around to other practices in the area and pretending 
to be a pet owner. This is distasteful to some (and 
time-consuming) but very useful information to have. 
A few practices put some of their price information 
on their websites; it is worth checking to see if this is 
happening with any practices in your area. The records 
a new client brings from their previous practice may 
contain invoices or some pricing information and the 
front desk staff should have a system for regularly 
gathering this information.

Information in the published fee guides is generally 
only listed at the national level although some of this 
data is sliced and diced in ways that are useful such  
as by community type (rural, suburban, etc.) or by 
household income range. 

Knowing the going rate for various services in your 
community is critical to understanding where your 
practice currently fits as far as prices go; however, this 
isn’t enough information to make a good determi-
nation about where in the price range your practice 
should be. It is also important to understand the value 
proposition for each clinic you gather pricing info for. 
Your practice may not be able to charge the same fees 
as one that is open longer hours and in a better part  
of town.

%
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 typically o�er a discount when compared to buying individual services separately.  
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Many respondents said that more detailed cost information  
would be helpful and would like to see things like time/
motion studies done on common procedures, the average 
cost of consumables for different types of procedures  
or the cost per minute to run a veterinary hospital.  
Of course, every hospital could do this kind of analysis 
themselves although it is certainly time-consuming.  
At a minimum, performing a detailed analysis on a dozen 
common services would be very enlightening. Relying 
on national information may not be appropriate if your 
hospital is either significantly more or less efficient than 
the average hospital but national information would be 
helpful for comparison to your own practice’s efficiency 
and costs.

Most available fee information is 
for companion animal practices 
and isn’t very helpful for other 
practices. A number of respon-
dents asked for fee information for 
equine, specialty, food animal and 
emergency practices.

The last area in which many  
respondents wanted more infor-
mation had to do with what clients 
value about the veterinary visit, 
veterinary services and the entire 
hospital experience. Some of the 
specific information asked for included:

n	 The value of various products in a client’s mind

n	 How pet owners perceive the importance of various
 services

n	 Tolerance/threshold studies for specific products/
 services showing what clients would be willing  
 to spend

n	 Compliance to cost analysis (i.e. elasticity of demand)

n	 What causes a pet owner to accept a recommendation 
 vs. not

We’re all in agreement that knowing what pet owners 
value is important and the last question in this month’s 
survey asked “Besides good quality medical care, what 
features do you think pet owners value in a veterinary 
hospital and are willing to pay a premium for?”  This 
was also an open-ended question with many (134!) 
answers. 

Listed here are the most common responses:

● Attractive facility

● Trustworthy and honest veterinarians who aren’t 
 upselling but instead educating clients

● Rapport with doctors and staff—ongoing relationship  
 with the same doctor—great bedside manner

● Timely callbacks

● Location

● Convenience—hours, curbside pickup, home delivery, 
  etc.—practice makes clients’ lives easier

● Availability of doctors and other team members

● Good communication and client education—clients 
  feel listened to, team members are friendly, 

● Compassion and sympathy—empathy for pet and 
 pet owner—understanding how much the pet  
 means to the owner

● House calls

● Personalized/individual service

● No wait time

● Payment options/monthly 
 billing

● Low stress handling

● Enough time with the doctor

● Appropriate prices (will vary 
 amongst clinics and clients!)

● Novelty services—acupuncture, 
 laser, CT

● After hours support

● Breed specific and personalized 
 care

● Practice team doesn’t judge client if services need to 
 be declined/delayed

● Consistent staff

● Timely prescription refill

● One-stop shopping

● Excellent client service—white glove experience

Wow!  This is a tall order!  Of course not every client is 
going to want all of this or be willing to pay for it. One of 
the most important things a practice must do is identify 
what is important to their clients and to potential clients 
in the area. Of course just knowing what they value or 
like about a practice isn’t enough.  It is then necessary 
to know what pet owners are willing to pay for various 
types of services or practice attributes; i.e. how does 
value and liking translate into dollars.

Easier said than done. As we’ve discussed before, very 
little veterinary price strategy research has been done, 
although the VHMA is currently in the process of looking 
at the price sensitivity of consumers in the market for 
veterinary services and at more sophisticated pricing 
methodologies. This information, when it becomes avail-
able, will help practices better understand the factors 
influencing pet owner veterinary purchases and what 
they are willing to pay for and provide tools and resources 
to help with more effective pricing. Stay tuned!

It is necessary to know 
what pet owners are  

willing to pay for various  
types of services or  
practice attributes;  

i.e. how does value and  
liking translate  

into dollars. 


