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t’s summer again and most practices are in the swing 

of the preventive medicine push. As the bugs come 

out, much of our time is spent communicating with 

clients about preventing the clinical diseases associated 

with fleas, ticks, mosquitoes, and other vectors.

The exceptionally mild winter in many areas of the 

country gave rise to an early spring and predictions for a 

more intense risk of parasites. In April, the Companion 

Animal Parasite Council (capcvet.org) released a report 

predicting increased risk of heartworm disease nation-

wide (petsandparasites.org). 

This initial “parasite forecast” is based on National 

Weather Service data, weather trends, parasite preva-

lence statistics, and the collective opinion of partici-

pating parasitologists. This fall, CAPC plans to issue 

another parasite forecast, expanding their predictive 

forecasts to include ticks.

These forecasts, along with other incidence publica-

tions, can be utilized to support a clinic’s messaging 

and are often integrated into client communication 

tools, such as in-clinic posters or handouts, emails, and 

newsletters as well as social media and website content.

While any exercise that increases pet owner aware-

ness is good for preventive medicine, we often wonder 

if these forecasts will change our clients’ perceptions or 

what we do in our practices. From a day-to-day perspec-

tive, does awareness alone influence our clients’ buying 

behavior or are there more factors that shape this issue?

CompliAnCe

It is no secret that patient compliance for preventive 
products purchased through the veterinary practice is 
less than stellar: 

•	The	 American	 Heartworm	 Society	 (heartworm 

society.org) reports that 64% of dogs leave their vet-
erinarians’ offices without heartworm preventive.

•	According	to	the	American	Animal	Hospital	Asso-

ciation’s (aahanet.org) State of the Industry 2010 
Review, less than 40% of dog owners who visit 
their veterinarians regularly purchase preventive 
products from them as well. 

•	Only	1/3 of veterinary practices audit patient com-
pliance for preventive products on a regular basis.

From our perspective, the real challenge of client 
compliance and parasite prevention isn’t just aware-
ness—it’s the reality that more and more consumers 
are seeking preventive products outside the traditional 
veterinary channels. 

Why not Us?

So why are pet owners looking outside the veterinary 
practice for parasite preventives?

Convenience

Pet products that were once only available from 
the veterinarian are now everywhere: on television, 
online, and on retail shelves. Because our profession 
has traditionally refrained from marketing, veterinar-
ians have naturally dropped from the top of the con-
sumer’s mind when they are purchasing these prod-
ucts. Instead, pet owners turn to the first places that 
come to mind—the outlets that expose them to these 
products on a regular basis.

In retail, convenience can be one of the most signifi-
cant drivers of consumer purchase behaviors.
•	A	 2007	 survey	by	 the	Nielsen	Company	 revealed	

that the number one reason cited by consumers 
for shopping online was convenience, followed by 
(saving) time, and with price a distant third.1  

•	In	2011,	an	estimated	150	million	U.S.	consumers	

made at least one purchase online.2
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Links to CAPC Forecast & AAHA Industry Review
•	 To read about CApC’s 2012 heartworm Forecast, go 

to capcvet.org/about-capc/news-events and select:

 » cAPc Encourages Veterinary Visits with Successful 

Spring Forecast initiative

 » cAPc Releases Public Service Announcement on 

Heartworm Disease.

• To view AAhA’s state of the industry 2010 Review 

presentation, visit trends.aahanet.org/uploads/201

1AAhAstateoftheindustryReport1.pdf.

http://capcvet.org
http://petsandparasites.org
http://heartwormsociety.org
http://aahanet.org
http://capcvet.org/about-capc/news-events
http://trends.aahanet.org/uploads/2011aahastateoftheindustryreport1.pdf
http://heartwormsociety.org
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But convenience is not restricted to the Internet, 

big-box retailers, such as Wal-Mart and Target, have 

tremendous influence on the American consumer.

•	According	to	Wal-Mart,	Inc,	more	than	140	million	

Americans shop in their stores every week.  

•	The	average	pet	owner	will	make	more	trips	to	the	

grocery store in a month than they do to his or her 

veterinarian in a year. It’s just a statistical fact that 

pet owners are more likely to be at a retail store 

than a veterinarian’s office when they remember 

that they need preventive products.

Value

Price is a common reason cited in recent studies for 

changes in pet owner behavior. But price is a function 

of many elements, including patient experience and 

perceived value, in addition to absolute financial costs. 

Here’s	an	example:

•	Three boxes of the same heartworm preventive 

are available at two different veterinary clinics (A 

and B) and one online store.  

•	Clinic A	sells	the	product	for	$50;	the	online store 

for $40. In the consumer’s eye, it’s the same box, 

same experience, same result, but more expensive 

when purchased through his or her veterinarian.

•	Clinic B	sells	the	product	for	$55;	how-

ever, instead of just pushing a product, 

the clinic chooses to go one step further.

 » Each month the client is reminded by 

text or email to administer the month-

ly dose.

 » Two months before a refill is needed, 

the client is sent a “refill reminder,” 

which also mentions that the clinic is 

happy to mail the refill to the client’s 

home.  

 » One	month	prior	to	the	needed	refill,	

the clinic sends another reminder that 

includes a small incentive for purchas-

ing,	such	as	a	5%	to	10%	discount	to	be	

used for the refill or the client’s next 

visit. It’s the same product, but a wild-

ly different customer experience.

mAking A DiFFeRenCe in yoUR 

pReVentiVe pRogRAm

There is no quick fix, but several tools are 

available to today’s practitioners that can make 

a difference in their preventive programs.

1. Determine your “Real” Compliance Rate

I have yet to meet a practice team that 

doesn’t overestimate their heartworm com-

pliance by at least 20%. The dynamic is the 

same in almost all practices:  

•	The	 clinician	 makes	 recommendations	

to	a	pet	owner	in	the	examination	room;	

then the technician or receptionist han-

dles the discharge.  

•	The	clinician	heads	to	the	next	examination	room	

and has no idea if the client purchased the prod-

uct, decided to wait, or chose a different product.  

•	The	 staff	 does	 not	 monitor	 or	 track	 recommen-

dation compliance and the clinician doesn’t have 

time at the end of the day to audit records. 

Most practices have yet to establish a good system 

for tracking patient compliance, but it’s the first 

step in making a positive change in your preventive 

program. If you’re interested in making a quick assess-

ment of your own compliance, a simple compliance 

estimator can be found at axxiom-impact.com/

WinningwithHomeDelivery.pdf (Table).

2. make preventives a priority

Hank	 Swartz,	 DVM,	 MBA,	 is	 a	 founding	 partner	 of	

Veterinary	 Metrics,	 Inc,	 and	 an	 industry	 expert	 on	

internal marketing and patient compliance. According 

to	Dr.	Swartz,	there	are	simple	steps	every	clinic	team	

can take to improve patient compliance.

“The foundation for improving compliance lies with 

each	practice’s	wellness	standards	of	care	(WSOC)	and	

creating supporting reminder entries in the practice 

management	software.	The	WSOC	should	include	the	

tAble. pAtient CompliAnCe estimAtoR

1. calculate one of the following to give you a baseline of your 
eligible patient pool:
a. The number of individual patients seen in the last 12 months or

b. The number of annual wellness evaluations performed in the 
last 12 months.

2. Multiply this number by 12 to calculate the potential number of 
individual doses your practice could dispense (A).

3. Run a product sales report for all heartworm or flea and tick 
products sold in the last 12 months.

4. Multiply the package count by the number of doses to calculate 
the total number of doses your practice dispenses through your 
pharmacy (B).

5. Divide the total doses sold (B) by the total potential doses (A). 
The resulting number is the internal compliance percentage.

example Worksheet: heartworm products

Potential preventive doses:

1. individual patients seen in the last 12 months 1000

2. Your practice’s annual recommended doses per patient 12

(A) Total Potential Dose Opportunity 12,000

Heartworm products dispensed: 6-pack 12-pack

3. Number of packs 400 200

4. Doses per pack 6 12

(B) Total Doses Dispensed 2400 2400 4800

5. Internal Patient Compliance Percentage (B)/(A) 40%

Courtesy Axxiom—The Practice Impact Group (axxiom-impact.com/

WinningwithHomeDelivery.pdf)

http://axxiom-impact.com/WinningwithHomeDelivery.pdf
http://axxiom-impact.com/WinningwithHomeDelivery.pdf
http://axxiom-impact.com/WinningwithHomeDelivery.pdf
http://axxiom-impact.com/WinningwithHomeDelivery.pdf
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core preventive products recommended by the practice 

with preset reminder repurchase intervals. 

Products and services supported by reminders garner 

20% to 40% greater compliance than those same 

offerings without reminders. If it’s important enough to 

include	in	your	WSOC,	then	include	it	in	your	reminder	

database.”

3. build your own online pharmacy

It’s hard to compete with online retailers unless you 

make the effort to have a presence yourself. Home 

delivery platforms are available from several providers 

that allow you to offer a prebuilt, customized online 

store.	 One	 of	 the	 most	 interesting	 is	 the	 RemindMe	

Program,	available	from	VetSource	(vetsource.com).

Through the practice’s online store platform, a client 

can receive both heartworm and flea and tick products 

monthly, instead of the traditional 6-month packages. This 

service can be effective because it addresses three needs: 

1. It establishes a monthly “touch point” between the 

practice and pet owner.

2. It enables the client to spread out the cost of pre-

ventive products across the 6-month period.

3. Each delivery acts as a built-in monthly dosing 

reminder.

4. limit your offering

If you’re really feeling the strain of retail competition, 

consider changing your product offering.

•	There	 are	 preventive	 products	 on	 the	 market	

today that are more tightly monitored in their 

distribution than others. Multiple manufacturers 

market the use of tracking technology for flea and 

tick products as a way of ensuring their product 

line is only available through a veterinarian.

•	Using	a	unique	route	of	delivery	is	another	option.	As	

an	injectable	product,	ProHeart	6	(animalhealth.

pfizer.com) may only be administered by a licensed 

veterinarian.  

We acknowledge that there are always ways around 

these restrictions. But if you find your practice under 

significant price pressure for traditional products, it’s 

worth thinking about ways to differentiate yourself 

from the rest of the market.

in sUmmARy

Preventive products, along with the entire in-house 

pharmacy, will be a topic of great debate for the fore-

seeable future. But as the pet owning market contin-

ues to evolve in their expectations and needs, there 

are options available to us that will enable today’s 

veterinary practice to maximize patient compliance 

while remaining competitive. ■

WSoc = wellness standards of care
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Author’s note 
Don’t Forget the Value of the in-Clinic Conversation
This article highlights several ideas that support a 
comprehensive preventive medicine program but it’s 
important to recognize the most influential tool: the 
in-clinic conversation. As veterinarians, we still are 
the most influential member in a pet owner’s decision 
making. it’s important that we, as a profession, don’t 
lose sight of the importance of the “personal touch” 
and take the extra examination room time to ensure our 
message is heard.

The right program varies between practices and we only 
presented a few ideas. There are many more programs 
ongoing in the veterinary industry that have been present-
ed previously.
•	heartworm hotline: heartworm testing—A yearly 

necessity (May/June 2012, page 16): in this article, 
Dr. clarke Atkins recommends offering free yearly 
heartworm testing when clients purchase one year’s 
worth of heartworm preventive.
• 12.12.12 Campaign (join121212.com): This campaign 

offers pet owners $12 off 12 months of heartworm 
preventive purchased from their veterinarians. The 
campaign also provides practices with several tools 
for pet owners, including monthly email reminders and 
education materials and web resources (merial.com).
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