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PREFACE: INDUSTRY LANDSCAPE WITH REGARD TO 
SPECIALIZATION & REFERRALS
In this edition of VetPulse, we explore the drivers behind general practices’ use of ER and specialty hospitals.  We 
study the influencing factors behind a hospital’s propensity to refer patients to a certain specialty practice, and 
what indicators drive DVMs to choose one specialty practice over another for referrals. We also inquired about 
the likelihood that practices will utilize a traveling specialist versus a local specialty hospital.  

The veterinary industry is following in the footsteps of human healthcare and specializing quite quickly. We 
know that general practices are more likely to utilize a specialist in one form or another in part due to 
greater availability than even just a decade ago, but what does that mean for how the profession will trend 
in the future? 
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UTILIZATION OF TRAVELING SPECIALISTS 
For various specialty services, we asked veterinarians if they have a specialist on staff, use a traveling specialist, 
or refer out to a specialty hospital. Perhaps not surprisingly, surgery is the specialty most often used regardless 
of practice size.  The data tells us that larger practices are actually more likely than their smaller counterparts to 
utilize a traveling surgeon.  We’ve found that 44% of practices with over $2.5 million in yearly revenue utilize a 
traveling surgeon for their surgical needs.  Larger practices tend to be in more densely populated areas where it 
is more likely that a traveling surgeon would be available to their practice and they can sometimes ‘bundle’ 2-4 
surgeries in the same day for the traveling surgeon. Conversely, smaller practices (<$800k in yearly revenue), 
which tend to be in rural/exurb areas, utilize traveling surgeons only 16% of the time.  

<$800K

On 
Staff

Travelling 
Specialist 

(n=122)

Refers 
Out To

Base: Referred 
at least 1 pet

DVM Specialties
45% 16% 72% Surgeon
34% 1% 80% Internal Medicine
12% 0% 93% Oncology
20% 7% 85% Cardiology
36% 2% 77% Dermatology
47% 2% 63% Dentistry
25% 2% 79% Behaviorist
16% 1% 90% Neurology

Services
17% 30% 69% Ultrasound
7% 9% 85% Endoscopy
11% 0% 87% Rehabilitation

$800K - $1.49 Million

On 
Staff

Travelling 
Specialist 

(n=94)

Refers 
Out To

Base: Referred 
at least 1 pet

DVM Specialties
45% 29% 67% Surgeon
35% 4% 82% Internal Medicine
18% 1% 89% Oncology
27% 12% 82% Cardiology
31% 6% 83% Dermatology
48% 2% 65% Dentistry
17% 0% 85% Behaviorist
16% 1% 94% Neurology

Services
44% 33% 57% Ultrasound
17% 5% 88% Endoscopy
19% 0% 87% Rehabilitation

Specialties Used
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>$2.5 Million

On 
Staff

Travelling 
Specialist 

(n=16*)

Refers 
Out To

Base: Referred at least 1 pet

DVM Specialties
56% 44% 56% Surgeon
38% 19% 75% Internal Medicine
25% 6% 88% Oncology
25% 56% 63% Cardiology
38% 0% 88% Dermatology
63% 6% 56% Dentistry
31% 0% 81% Behaviorist
19% 0% 100% Neurology

Services
69% 50% 38% Ultrasound
31% 19% 69% Endoscopy
19% 0% 81% Rehabilitation

1.5 Million - $2.49 Million

On 
Staff

Travelling 
Specialist 

(n=34)

Refers 
Out To

Base: Referred 
at least 1 pet

DVM Specialties
50% 21% 65% Surgeon
35% 12% 74% Internal Medicine
24% 3% 91% Oncology
24% 15% 76% Cardiology
38% 3% 68% Dermatology
62% 0% 56% Dentistry
32% 0% 82% Behaviorist
18% 3% 82% Neurology

Services
50% 41% 50% Ultrasound
18% 9% 82% Endoscopy
18% 6% 85% Rehabilitation

*Caution: Small base

Due to the availability of traveling surgeons, out of all the specialties that are generally referred out to specialty 
hospitals, surgery is the lowest. 

In all size practices, cardiology was the next highest specialty for which practices use a traveling specialist, averaging 
21%, with practices over $2.5 million utilizing a traveling cardiologist 56% of the time. While surgeons are the type 
of specialist most likely to be utilized, the data suggests surgery is not the most common service provided by 
traveling specialists. With regard to services, across the board ultrasound is the service most commonly provided 
by traveling specialists, regardless of practice size. 

FACILITY PREFERENCE
The data shows that general practices are utilizing specialty hospitals frequently, 
but we were curious what the exact driving factors behind those referrals were, 
and how veterinarians choose their preferred referral hospital.

With regard to choosing a referral facility, the data was quite clear on the driving 
factors.  Quality of Medicine is the key to driving referrals with virtually 100% of 
DVMs, regardless of practice size, considering it an important factor. Similarly, 
important across all practice sizes was the actual specialty or service offered.  Of 
the various reasons presented in our survey, we were somewhat surprised that 
price of care was the least likely factor in referring. 

“Quality of Medicine 
is the key to driving 

referrals with virtually 
100% of DVMs...
considering it an 
important factor”

Specialties Used



The Mystery of Practice Management Made Simple

Tips, advice & insight, tested in our practices, 
provided to help you build a successful business

Start learning today at edge.vetpartners.com
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<$800K
$800K - 
$1.49M

$1.5M - 
$2.49M

>$2.5M

n=122 n=94 n=34 n=16* Base: Refers to atleast 1 facility

97% 99% 100% 100% Quality of Medicine

89% 92% 97% 100%
Specialties/Services 

offered by the referral site

78% 92% 94% 81%
The detail and amount of 
communication about the 
status of the referred pet

77% 72% 94% 88% DVM Relationship

75% 73% 77% 75%
Likelihood the client will return
 to our practice for future care

65% 61% 85% 75%
Convenience - location 

for the patients

30% 37% 35% 38% Pricing

A known frustration in the veterinary industry with the relationship between veterinary hospitals and specialty 
facilities is communication.  In the process of referring the patient, disclosing their medical needs, providing 
specialty care, and following up with the referring veterinarian, there are multiple points of handoff in which clinical 
communication needs to take place between specialist and the referring veterinarian. While there are multiple tools 
in the market to bridge this communication gap, the process is still not seamless and can cause considerable 
frustration on both sides.  We found that DVMs are well aware of this issue, and are choosing specialists who are 
providing detail and strong communication about the status of the referred pet.

The detail and amount of communication 
about the status of the referred pet

<$800K
$800K - 
$1.49M

$1.5M - 
$2.49M

>$2.5M

78% 92% 94% 81%

*Caution: Small base

Importance of Factors When Choosing Referral Facility
(% Indicated extremely/very important)

With regard to facility preference, it is abundantly clear that 
most doctors have a preferred facility to which they refer 
patients. This is especially important to specialists who need 
to hone relationships with referring practices, as they will be 
their primary driver of business.  It is also interesting to note 
that the numbers did not vary greatly with regard to practice 
size in this circumstance, smaller practices are just as likely 

to have a preferred referral facility as large hospitals.  In cultivating relationships with practices, we would advise 
specialty practices to treat general practices of all sizes as equally important to their business. 

“...DVMs are well 
aware of this issue, and 
are choosing specialists 

who are providing detail 
and strong communication 

about the status of the 
referred pet.”
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ER Specialty Hospital

<$800K
$800K - 
$1.49M

$1.5M - 
$2.49M

>$2.5M <$800K
$800K - 
$1.49M

$1.5M - 
$2.49M

>$2.5M

n=58 n=50 n=21* n=9* Base: Referred at least 1 pet n=81 n=73 n=29* n=15*

79% 72% 86% 78%
Yes, I have a preferred 

referral facility
82% 73% 76% 80%

21% 28% 14% 22%
Doesn’t have a preferred 

referral facility
19% 27% 24% 20%

Have a Preferred Referral Facility

VPP’S VIEWS: TRAVELING SPECIALISTS AND SPECIALTY CARE
The use of traveling specialists, especially surgeons and ultrasonographers, is a growing trend in our industry, and 
over the past 5 years we seen more and more markets being served by traveling specialists.  At VPP, we encourage 
our practices to establish relationships with high-quality traveling specialists to offer a more affordable option 
to their clients (and retaining some of the revenue) when the care is appropriate. 

With regard to the specialist referral process, price has not been deemed a determining factor, but at VPP general 
practices we encourage our DVMs to include it in their thinking around specialist referral.  When patients are 
referred to specialty hospitals and usually are saddled with large bills, the client may be more reluctant or unable 
to spend in the future.  

<$800K
$800K - 
$1.49M

$1.5M - 
$2.49M

>$2.5M

n=122 n=91 n=30 n=16** Base: Refers to atleast 1 facility

78% 85% 73% 63% Quality of Medicine
38% 43% 57% 63% Relationship with the referral DVM

21% 25% 7% 38%
The detail and amount of communication about the 

status of the referred pet

15% 11% 20% 13% Convenience
12% 9% 7% 0% Likelihood the client will return to our practice for future care
8% 14% 20% 0% Bedside manner with the clients

7% 2% 3% 0% Pricing

5% 0% 0% 0% Other reason

*Caution: Small or extremely small base

Top 2 Reasons Refers To a Specific DVM and/or Facility

**Caution: Small base
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CONCERNING CONSOLIDATION 
For the second part of our survey, we set out to discover the overall feeling 
toward the consolidation trend in veterinary medicine among DVMs.  The survey 
was conducted before the announcement of the MARS/VCA merger, which has 
certainly thrust corporate consolidation in the industry into the spotlight.  We 
hear frequently from DVMs who are concerned about what such large-scale 
consolidation means for the industry, and where it will go from here. 

The MARS/VCA acquisition creates a dominant conglomerate within the industry, 
which has led to a bevy of concerns about the impact on quality of medicine 
and the control of clinical decision making within the hospitals.  While these 
concerns are certainly valid, there are also upsides to consider stemming from 
this merger.  There will be even more support for specialty practices through 
robust residency programs provided by Blue Pearl and VCA (all under the Mars 
umbrella), which will provide more specialty practice opportunity.  It is still 
unclear how Mars will grow its various veterinary hospital brands – Blue Pearl, 
Banfield, VCA and Pet Partners – and whether it will be more or less aggressive 
on the acquisition front. 

“Individual, well-run 
practices have 

proven to be very 
successful when 

competing against 
corporate groups...”

Our advice to practice owners who are concerned is to keep your ears to the ground and pay attention to 
trends within the industry, but don’t be overly concerned about what this large acquisition means for you. 
Individual, well-run practices have proven to be very successful when competing against corporate groups 
like VCA and Banfield because of their local ownership and local knowledge of the community – so while 
the consolidation can be scary, it can also be an opportunity to be seized. 

MARKET GROWTH STATISTICS
As part of our commitment to educating veterinarians on market trends, we include market growth data in each 
issue so you can compare your practice with industry benchmarks. We analyze revenue growth from VPP practices, 
VCA and IDEXX’s data that is a proxy for the market.

It is difficult to compare Q1 2017 to the same quarter in previous years because Q1 16 was quite mild weather wise 
and had an extra day due to the leap year, which increased same store growth numbers across the board, and Q1 
15 was extremely cold which was partly responsible for an industry-wide slowdown.  Here at VPP we are proud 
that our growth remains within our goal percentage of 2-3% above market for our partner hospitals. We continue 
to believe that we can achieve long-term growth of 2-3% above market for our partner hospitals.

2014 2015 2016 2017

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1

VCA Antech 1.1% 2.2% 4.1% 4.4% 5.3% 6% 5.4% 7.4% 7.6% 6.3% 5.4% 4.9% 3.7%

IDEXX
(Market Proxy)

2.1% 4.3% 4.9% 6.1% 6.7% 6.5% 5.2% 7.1% 5.6% 4.9% 5.8% 5.6% 4.6%

VPP 10.8% 13.4% 11.3% 5.4% 12.5% 11.4% 4.7% 11.6% 10.6% 7.8% 9.1% 7.3% 6.2%

Year-Over-Year Revenue Growth
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ABOUT VETERINARY PRACTICE PARTNERS
VPP is a management company in the veterinary industry; we buy ownership stakes in practices and then work 
behind the scenes to manage and grow those practices.  VPP handles marketing, accounting, human resources 
and vendor contracting so our veterinarian co-owners can focus on patient care.  Working together as partners, 
VPP and the veterinarians make all major business decisions.

Len Podolsky,       VPP Office
VP of Partnership Development    
lpodolsky@vetpartners.com     Phone: 866.838.7278
215.500.3576 
        Email: info@vetpartners.com
Andrew DeFino,
Director of Partnership Development   Address: 
adefino@vetpartners.com     601 S Henderson Rd, Suite 155
215.847.1960       King of Prussia, PA 19406
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For more information on our unique approach to managing veterinary practices, and to learn how we might be 
able to help your practice meet its goals, please contact us:

SURVEY METHODOLOGY
The survey was conducted by a New York City-based market research firm. The survey questions presented 
in this newsletter were part of a larger ongoing market tracking study which has been conducted for several 
years to assess changes and trends impacting veterinary practices. Practice-wide metrics captured in this survey, 
including monthly revenue data, are provided directly from electronic practice management systems. The survey 
is not affiliated in any manner with any veterinary practice management system.
 
Practices were recruited randomly from a universal listing of veterinary practices provided by InfoUSA, a leading 
provider of medical databases. 276 veterinary practices participated in this survey, of which 59% were veterinary 
practice owners, 24% were office managers, and 16% were non-owner veterinarians or had other titles.

Operations
• Inventory 

management
• Workflow 

evaluation 
• Practice 

management 
system 
optimization

• Scheduling & 
analysis

Finance & 
Accounting
• Centralized 

accounting 
• Financial  

 statement 
preparation & 
management 
reporting

• Accounts payable
• Vendor contracting

Marketing
• Programs to drive 

new patient visits
• Reminder program 

optimization
• Website design, 

development & 
maintenance

• Online reputation 
management 

• Social Media

Human 
Resources
• Staff training & 

development
• Payroll   

administration
• Employee   

benefit programs 
& administration

• Recruiting  
support


