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O
ne of the less surprising results from the Bayer Vet-

erinary care usage Study (bayer-ah.com/nr/45.pdf) 

was the pushback from pet owners regarding the 

increased cost of veterinary care.  

Why have Costs InCreased?
Part of the reason the cost of care has increased dramati-

cally is that veterinarians and their teams can provide much 

more sophisticated care for pets; however, this quality of 

care is more expensive, whether provided in general, refer-

ral, or emergency practices/hospitals.  

another reason is the fact that pets are living longer.  

these senior pets require more routine and specialized 

care and are more likely to develop serious and/or chronic 

diseases.

However, a significant reason for increased costs is 

that fees for services have increased. according to the 

American Animal Hospital Association (AAHA) Veterinary 

Fee Reference, 76% of fees had increased above the rate 

of inflation from 2004 to 2006. these increases ranged 

from 12% to 60%.1 While the rate of increase has slowed 

since 2006, fees are still climbing. 
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there are several reasons for these increased ser-
vice fees: 
•	 For	many	years,	veterinary	fees	were	ridiculously	

low compared to the services offered; some of 
the price increases are a delayed but needed 
correction.
•	 The	costs	of	running	a	veterinary	clinic,	from	

supplies to wages to insurance, have increased.  
•	 The	addition	of	improved	client	services,	such	as	

newsletters, educational materials, and web ser-
vices, require both time and money.
•	 Finally,	one	of	the	easiest	ways	to	increase	prof-

its is to increase fees.

What do Pet oWners thInk?
Pet owners surveyed in the Bayer study definitely 
indicated that price was an issue when it came to 
veterinary care.  
•	 26% said they were always looking for a less 

expensive veterinary option or would switch to a 
less expensive veterinarian.  
•	approximately 25% neither agreed nor disagreed 

with the statement about looking for less 
expensive veterinary care.  
•	When pet owners were asked about what 

factors would increase their pets’ visits to the 
veterinarian, ‘less expensive visits’ was one of 
the top four factors cited by dog and cat owners.

Per the survey, less than half the clients were 
firmly committed to staying at their current practice, 
regardless of price. this isn’t a surprise to veterinar-
ians—the vast majority of practice owners surveyed 
said it was now more difficult to increase fees than it 
used to be. in addition, about half noted that clients 
increasingly complained about cost.

Beyond PrICe—What else Is IMPortant?
there are three critical components of a pricing concept:

1. Price charged for product or service
2. ability to pay
3. Value.

value of services
the most important component when communicat-
ing with clients is value. 

While pet owners in the Bayer study were gener-
ally happy with many aspects of their veterinary 
practices, one aspect they considered weak was 
the lack of association between value and the price 
paid for services. this is not a sustainable situation; 
ultimately consumers of any kind will drift away from 
a business in which they do not find value. the clear 
message is that veterinarians and their teams need 
to significantly improve communication with their cli-
ents regarding value of services.

One of the best and easiest ways to ensure quality 
communication is to make sure that clients under-
stand not only what the veterinarian does in the 
examination room but also what he or she recom-
mends regarding their pets’ health. during the exami-
nation, the veterinarian should explain each step in 
the process as well as the findings from the exami-
nation and what they mean. When making recom-
mendations, focus less on what the recommendation 
is and more on how it benefits the pet and owner.

in addition to communicating value to clients, we 
have to know whether clients are satisfied with the 
services they have received when the walk out the 
clinic door. in the Bayer study, only 20% of practice 
owners agreed that they measured client satisfaction 
through after-service surveys.

Client surveys are a very simple activity that prac-
tices can implement in order to determine whether 
they are meeting cli-
ent needs and how 
they can improve 
what they offer their 
clients. if practice 
owners don’t know 

straight talk 

from Pet 

owners
“All of a sudden, the price just skyrock-

eted. You could go [to the veterinarian] and 
it was 60 bucks; now I can’t get out for less 
than $150.”

there are two important points in this pet 
owner’s statement: 
•	 First,	this	pet	owner	clearly	noticed	the	

dramatic increase in veterinary fees. 
•	 Second,	she	didn’t	perceive	any	increase	

in value.  
We don’t know whether she received the 

same services for $60 as she did for $150 and 
neither, apparently, did she. However, she did 
know her pet’s health care was more expensive. 

From the human side
An article in the Harvard Business Review studied the 

communication of value at the Mayo Clinic (mayoclinic.

com), one of the best known “brands” in human medicine.4 

The Mayo Clinic communicates value extremely well while 

spending little money on traditional forms of advertising. 

The authors noted, “When a company’s offerings are 

hard to judge, customers look for subtle indicators of 

quality.” Translated, this means that clients may not be able 

to judge the quality of the medicine but will look at other 

aspects they can understand to make a judgment about 

the medicine. These aspects generally include service 

experience and communication. This is as true in veterinary 

medicine as it is in human medicine.
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Wellness Plans • QUestIon & ansWer

WhAt iS A WEllnESS PlAn? 

Wellness plans are annual preventive care plans that outline 
services the practice feels are needed in order to keep a 
pet healthy, such as: 
• Vaccines
• Physical examinations
• Heartworm testing and other diagnostic blood analysis 
• deworming.  

Do WEllnESS PlAnS ProViDE CArE For ill PEtS?

these plans aren’t generally meant to provide care for 
pets with disease although, for example, the physical 
examination may diagnose an illness or a pet that is 
dewormed may have intestinal parasites. 
However, wellness plans are generally 
focused on keeping pets healthy rather 
than treating illnesses.

ArE thErE DiFFErEnCES AMong 

PrACtiCES’ PlAnS?

Some practices include unlimited office 
visits and physical examinations in the 
plan; others offer a specific number of 
office visits/examinations. Most practices 
that offer wellness plans discount 
the services included in the plan. However, while some 
practices offer a discount on services “outside” the care 
included in the plan; others do not.

WhAt ArE thE bEnEFitS oF WEllnESS PlAnS?

•	 Pets into the practice: the biggest benefit of these plans 
is that they bring owners and their pets into the practice 
and keep them coming back. Veterinarians are unable 
to diagnose disease or demonstrate how wonderful their 
practices are if clients don’t walk in the door. 

• affordable veterinary care: the average household 
income in the u.S. has dropped twice since the recession 
started. the initial cost of an office visit and physical 
examination is a barrier for many pet owners. it is much 
easier for owners to pay $30/month for veterinary care 
than to receive an invoice for $200. 

hoW Do thESE PlAnS iMPACt thE PrACtiCE’S 

bottoM linE?

• Increased spending: Many clients on wellness 
programs spend more than they would if they weren’t on 
one; paying monthly is what makes this possible.

• Unused services: Practices make money from these 
plans because, just as with gym memberships and gift 
cards, many people do not use all the services.  

• Disease diagnosis: the increased visits also allow 
veterinarians to diagnose conditions that require 
treatment outside of the care included in the plan. 
as with any program that provides discounts, the goal is 

to increase the purchase of services from clients who do 
not regularly bring their pets into the practice, which also 
serves to increase practice traffic.

whether clients feel their needs are being 
met, they won’t be able to provide a level of 
value that supports the fees charged.

ability to Pay
the ability to pay is also a critical com-
ponent of a client’s reaction to price. Pet 
owners may find value in the service and 
understand the price; however, if they have 
very little money in their checking accounts 
and maxed-out credit cards, ultimately the 
ability to pay is of foremost concern.  
•	about 69% of practices in the Bayer 

study reported an increase in the num-
ber of clients asking for alternative pay-

ment methods from May 2010 
to May 2011.
•	Client	interest	in	pet	insur-

ance has also increased; 
40% of practices reported 
client interest had slightly 
increased and 3% reported 
it had increased signifi-
cantly.
almost all practices accept-

ed cash, checks, and credit 
or debit cards. However, the 

percentage of practices offering other pay-
ment methods dropped sharply:  
•	 64% of practices accepted held or 

post-dated checks
•	 56% of practices offered third-party 

medical financing, such as carecredit 
(carecredit.com)
•	 29% of practices offered to invoice pet 

owners at a later date.

hoW to PUt these FaCts to Use

services that Increase visits
One part of the Bayer study looked at ser-
vices veterinary practices could offer that 
were most likely to increase visits by pet 
owners. the top four items were the same 
for both dog and cat owners; two were 
price related.  
•	Competitive prices: One of these, 

price-related services was offering 
competitive pricing for products avail-
able outside of the veterinary practice. 
it is critical to remember that product 
prices are very transparent these days; 
clients are typically aware of where 
they can find products at the lowest 
price. However, they are more likely to 
keep buying products from their vet-
erinary practice if the prices are com-
parative. if a high-end price is going to 
be charged for a product, there must 

http://carecredit.com
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be additional value, which needs to be clearly 
communicated to the client. 

• Wellness programs: another service that 
was very popular was the concept of wellness 
programs (see Wellness Plans: Question & 

answer, page 70). these programs are typically 
billed on a monthly basis; therefore, the client 
doesn’t have to pay for routine wellness services 
when they are provided. unfortunately, only 
5% of practices in the survey offered any type 
of payment program geared toward promoting 
regular wellness care.

in addition to price-related services that increased 
client visits to the practice, the other two items 
included: 
•	Extended	hours	that	would	allow	pet	owners	to	

visit a veterinary practice more often (eg, after or 
before work)
•	Personalized	health	information	that	covered	addi-

tional care the pet may need during the upcoming 
year, what could be done at home to make sure 
the pet stayed healthy, and what clinical signs 
could identify potential illness in the pet.

Payment options
a number of studies have clearly demonstrated the 
benefits of payment options:

• Pet insurance: One 2006 survey performed on 
behalf of Veterinary Pet insurance (petinsurance.
com) showed that, over the life of their pets, the 
company’s policyholders scheduled 40% more 
veterinary visits and spent twice as much on 
veterinary care compared to owners without pet 
insurance.2 

• health care services card: a 2011 survey by 
Brakke consulting (brakkeconsulting.com) on 
behalf of carecredit reported that cardholders 
spend 47.6% more per pet compared to non-
cardholders. Visit carecredit.com/practices/

veterinary to learn more about this service and 
how to offer it to your clients.3 

a future article in Today’s Veterinary Practice will 
comprehensively discuss how to talk with clients 
about pet insurance.

estimates & Written Policies
it is also important to remember some of the basics 
when talking about money with clients. 
•	 26%	of	pet	owners	in	the	Bayer	study	said	the	

cost of care was more than they expected. 
•	 Another	28%,	while	they	didn’t	agree	with	the	

previous statement, didn’t disagree with it either.
•	 Less	than	half	(48%)	of	respondents	said	their	

clinics had written financial policies.  
the following guidelines will help prevent confusion 

or frustration regarding procedure expenses:
• Provide estimates to clients prior to proceeding 

with medical care. 
• Describe the benefits of the recommended 

course of care for the pet clearly and compre-
hensively.

• Outline the payment options you provide in 
your practice.  

• Present a written financial policy to clients. 
a written policy not only makes a practice think 

through its billing procedures and payment options 
but is also useful in educating both clients and clinic 
employees. the following items are an example of 
what to include: 
•	Statement	confirming	when	payment	is	due

•	Payment	options	the	practice	offers

•	When	deposits	are	required

•	How	bounced	checks	and	delinquent	accounts	

will be handled.

In sUMMary
Modifying our approach to pricing will likely be one 
of the most difficult changes practices will have to 
make over the next few years. While not every strat-
egy discussed will work for every practice, paying 
attention to feedback from clients will help improve 
client relationships, care provided to their pets, and 
the practice’s financial health. ■
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