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Private equity and corporate ownership of veterinary practices has largely been
characterized as either wholly good or wholly bad. Supporters point to increased
returns and access to capital and investments in associates, technology, and other
resources. Opponents point to unnecessary debt and decreased quality of care. Good
or bad, they are part of the practice landscape. This SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities, and Threats) analysis of independent veterinary practice reveals that,
while corporate veterinary practices have a role, a thriving independent practice
segment still provides a deeply satisfying career and a viable living. We conclude
that, with the current economic conditions and the appropriate modifications in
the veterinary ecosystem, conditions are ripe for a resurgence of independent
veterinary practice ownership.
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1 Introduction

Corporate practices, consolidators, and private equity are words that became part of our
conversation about the future of veterinary medicine more than 30 years ago, with VCA's first
clinic purchase (1). Veterinary medicine was once and first a world of independent businesses:
practices owned by one or a few people. A wave of consolidation has driven the increase of
private equity in veterinary medicine over the last few decades, and not just in the
United States (2-6).

In the beginning, consolidators saw independent veterinary practices as undervalued,
underpriced bargains (7). The economics of veterinary medicine are attractive: Practices are
profitable. Veterinary services are seen as more resilient in economic downturns, delivering
consistent returns even through a volatile business cycle (7). Pet owners will pay for pet care,
even in tough times. That, combined with the unusually low cost of capital over the past few
decades, created the conditions for rapid market consolidation (8). Consolidators quickly built
a large market presence in veterinary medicine. Since those first corporate entrants in the
1980s, private equity or venture capital investors, private companies formed by individuals
pooling their money to invest, and publicly traded firms have all purchased independent
veterinary practices (9-11). Most corporate practices or consolidators today are backed by
private equity (9). Private equity groups are not publicly traded and usually look for existing
businesses that can be improved with efficiencies and experienced management, then sold for
profit (12). In most cases, these businesses are owned by non-veterinarians, generally by
individuals who come from outside the veterinary industry. By 2017, corporate practices
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represented approximately 10% of general companion animal
practices (13). Today, approximately 75% of specialty and emergency
practices and 25% of primary care practices, representing 50% of
nationwide veterinary revenues, are owned by corporate
consolidators (14).

Corporate veterinary medicine is not for everyone. While the
economic conditions for corporate consolidators have been attractive,
capital and interest rates are rising, and current economic conditions
are slowing the rate of corporate expansion into veterinary medicine
(15). Independent practices have an opportunity to regain their
foothold in the industry. What will help independent practices thrive?
In this paper we evaluate the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and

threats facing independent veterinary practices using SWOT analysis.

2 SWOT analysis: independent
veterinary practice

SWOT analysis is a tool for evaluating businesses and projects in
relation to competitors that has been in use since at least 1960 (16).
We believe that too much emphasis has been placed on corporate
practice characteristics and have elected to conduct a strategic
evaluation of the characteristics of the independent veterinary practice
segment: its internal strengths and weaknesses and external
opportunities and threats. We describe the independent practice
segment’s advantages and disadvantages in relation to corporate
practices and identify conditions within the broader veterinary
ecosystem that could benefit or negatively affect an independent

10.3389/fvets.2025.1558745

practice (16). This paper provides a more structured analysis of
common perceptions of the advantages and limitations of independent
veterinary practice ownership (Figure 1). Results of this SWOT
analysis demonstrate that independent practice ownership still
provides a deeply satisfying career and viable living, that independent
veterinary practices can successfully compete with corporate practices,
and that the current economic conditions are ripe for a resurgence of
independent veterinary practice ownership.

2.1 Strengths

2.1.1 Veterinary associates’ experiences

Veterinary associates generally report better work experiences in
independent practices. In a recent study, a majority of associates
(55.1%) preferred working in independent practice, even though
approximately 70% of those associates responding were employed in
corporate practice (17). Veterinarians in corporate practices reported
feeling significantly greater pressure to see more clients per shift and
generate more revenue (17). Although insurance, continuing
education, and mental wellness programs were significantly more
common in corporate practice, associates in independent practice
were significantly more satisfied with practice administration,
mentorship, and culture (17). Associates in independent veterinary
practices were also more satisfied with compensation and team
turnover rates (17). Those working in independent practices owned
by one veterinarian were more likely to stay for the next 5 years than
were associates working in corporate practices (18). “Voting with one’s
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FIGURE 1
SWOT analysis of the independent veterinary practice segment.
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feet” by finding another position elsewhere is an unambiguous
indicator of overall job satisfaction.

Senior veterinary staff in independent practices were also more
satisfied. While 21% of corporate medical directors experienced
“high” or “very high” levels of burnout, independent practice owners
were the group most likely to report low levels of burnout (19-22).
Independent practice owners have also reported high satisfaction rates
with their jobs (84%), lifestyles (76%), and compensation (75%) (19).

2.1.2 Independent practices are embedded in
their communities

Independent veterinary practices that are embedded in and
supported by their business ecosystem give back to it in turn. While
corporations must satisfy their shareholders’ profit expectations,
independent veterinary practices have more flexibility and incentive
to reinvest profits in their local communities (23). An independent
practice owner is more likely than a remote corporate regional or
national director to know other local business owners through local
civic organizations or as part of their social network. When the time
comes to support a local community initiative or partner with another
business, the independent practice owner may be more likely to
choose another independent local business owned by someone within
their network. Doing so strengthens local relationships, builds practice
equity, and binds the practice and the community together. This
makes economic as well as social sense: According to the 2022 Small
Business Saturday Consumer Insights Survey, “$0.68 of every dollar
spent at a small business in the U.S. stays in the local community...
every dollar spent at small businesses creates an additional $0.48
in local business activity as a result of employees and local businesses
purchasing local goods and services” (24). Corporate practices, by
contrast, may be more likely to develop nationwide, “headquarters-to-
headquarters” partnerships that have fewer local network benefits
than those between small businesses in the same ecosystem (25, 26).

2.2 Weaknesses

2.2.1 Economies of scale

One gap between independent practices and corporations is in
economies of scale (12, 27, 28). Large veterinary corporations can
decrease some costs by consolidating back-office work and negotiating
volume discounts. Many corporate veterinarians appreciate not having
to handle all the paperwork that comes with ownership. Fortunately,
independent veterinarians have options to help them gain economies
while remaining independent: Buying groups give members access to
discounts from major suppliers. New service providers, many of which
also start as small independent business, are available to provide
support for the back-office and administrative work, including client
reminders, online pharmacy fulfillment services, human resources,
and training (29). Technology and artificial intelligence can also fill
the gap, for example with online scheduling, chatbots for answering
simple client questions, and voice-to-text transcription.

2.2.2 Technology use

Appropriate use of technology improves efficiency, operations and
client communications for many businesses, and corporate practices
can use their back-office teams for implementation without taking
away from client-focused activities. Independent veterinary practices
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are falling behind. Only 41% of practice owners are enthusiastic about
the use of new technologies in their practice (30). Equine and mixed
animal private practices were the highest adopters of technology
(59.0% and 41.0% respectively), while only 36.4% of companion
animal and 31.6% of food animal private practices were using new
technology to improve their practices (21). Among practice owners
who felt they were lagging in using new technologies, 17.2% were
simply uninterested; 31.3% blamed a lack of time, and 26.3% found it
too expensive (30). While 80% of companion animal exclusive
practices use Practice Information Management Software (PIMS),
barely two-thirds use Electronic Medical Record Systems (EMRS) or
an online pharmacy, 38.6% offer online appointment scheduling, and
25.7% offer telehealth (21). Private equine practice numbers revealed
different gaps: 67.7% use PIMS, 74.2% use an EMRS, and 50% offer an
online pharmacy, while 37.1% use telehealth and only 9.7% offer
online scheduling (21). Independent practices must embrace
technology’s advantages to remain competitive. Actively promoting
their own online appointment scheduling and home delivery
platforms and strategic use of telehealth, for example, will help these
practices reduce costs and increase efficiency and profit, while
potentially improving client convenience and satisfaction.

2.2.3 Staff utilization

Utilizing the right non-veterinarian staff in any veterinary practice
has been shown to increase gross revenue and increase practice
efficiency (31-34). In 2023, only 56% of veterinary practices had
practice managers, requiring medical staff to handle more
non-medical work (19). Veterinary practice managers allow practice
owners more time to focus on clinical, revenue-generating activities.
(CVTs) are
underutilized, leading to job dissatisfaction, burnout, practice

Credentialed veterinary technicians similarly
inefficiency and high staft turnover rates (35, 36). Independent
veterinary practices that make effective use of every staff member’s
skills, and shift non-medical tasks away from medical staff, are more
productive than those that do not (35). Practices that fail to assign
work to the most appropriate team members undermine their own
success and their ability to compete with more efficient corporate
practices. Closing this gap is within the independent practice
owner’s control.

Improved staff utilization is the counterpoint to the debate over
the need for educating new veterinarians and introducing a mid-level
practitioner (37, 38). We contend that with smarter utilization of
existing staff, emerging technologies, and strategic partnerships, the
profession can meet future demand without relying on mid-level
practitioners or expanding the number of veterinary schools. Even as
the supply of veterinarians increases with larger class sizes at existing
schools and more than a dozen new veterinary schools pursuing
accreditation, patient visits are down and Al-driven productivity is on
the rise (15, 39, 40). Recent analysis that considers market uncertainty
and careful model selection has determined that the currently planned
supply of veterinarians will be sufficient (41). Introducing mid-level
practitioners into this environment could further strain earning
potential for veterinarians, credentialed veterinary technicians
(CVTs), and mid-levels themselves, making it more difficult to repay
educational debt or earn a sustainable wage. Rather than waiting for
an increased supply of veterinarians or a new type of non-veterinarian
staff, independent practice owners should focus on what they can
directly control today: optimizing their existing workforce, allowing
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all staff members to work at the top of their qualifications and
embracing innovation to provide quality care.

2.2.4 Missing mission statements

There is a growing divide between the goals of private equity
groups that own veterinary practices and the fundamental purpose
that many veterinary professionals see as their “North Star” Most
independent practice owners would not say that profitability is their
number one goal, even though they acknowledge its importance.
Every business must make a profit to pay its employees and suppliers;
a business is not sustainable if it is not profitable. Although private
veterinary practice is no different in this regard, it is also strongly
purpose driven. That purpose is to keep animals happy and healthy
and provide the best possible quality of care, for the benefit of
society (42).

A mission statement lays out an organization’s purpose and
objective, providing direction for an organization’s operations.
Corporations with well-defined mission statements, whether
emphasizing care or profit, can better drive employee behavior to align
with their strategic goals. Organizations whose employees’ activities
align with their mission statement show a direct relationship with
financial performance (43). Mission statements of private equity
companies backing corporate practices emphasize profit, generating
returns, and maximizing value. For example, JAB Consumer Partner’s
mission statement emphasizes “creating sustainable compounding
returns” (44). The mission statements of purpose-driven practices
emphasize pets and health care, for example, “Improving the health
and quality of life of every animal we touch” (45). However 46.7% of
independent practices do not have a vision or mission statement,
while 10.9% have the statement but do not share it with employees
(20). Independent practice owners should refine and publicize their
mission statements, making their goals clear to employees and clients.
Sharing and living that mission every day with every client can
motivate staff and improve practice performance.

2.3 Opportunities

While independent veterinary practices face internal challenges,
external opportunities exist as well. Grasping these opportunities can
help the independent practice segment to thrive.

2.3.1 Educating the next generation of
independent practice owners

A robust independent veterinary practice segment requires a
pipeline of motivated new and future practice owners. Education is
the first step. Veterinary schools should encourage students who want
to own practices by providing training in critical veterinary-specific
business and leadership skills. Many schools host chapters of the
Veterinary Business Management Association'; some veterinary
schools have introduced formal training programs (46). More
are needed.

1 https://vbma.biz/chapters/
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2.3.2 Prioritize career-long business education

Veterinary medicine already provides opportunities for life-long
learning for medical skills. The same must be available for future
independent practice owners. Associate veterinarians interested in
practice ownership must speak up, understanding when and how to
ask about ownership possibilities. They must hone their skills in
finance, business management, and leadership to be ready when their
time for ownership comes. Even experienced practice owners can
benefit from peer support groups and ongoing education in business
management and operations (47). However, 82% of private practice
owners said they do not provide any financial training to their staff
(48). Practice owners who are serious about selling to an associate
must invest in educating and mentoring their associates. This training
must begin years in advance of an actual sale. Newly graduated
veterinarians are already interested in mentoring for clinical skills;
they also need willing mentors in practice ownership and leadership
(49-52). Creating the next generation of independent veterinary
practice owners requires formal programs, informal networks, and
continuing education opportunities today.

2.3.3 Supporting new ownership models

The veterinary profession needs new ownership models that can
support licensed technicians and certified practice managers in
becoming full or partial practice owners. Their passion for the
industry and ability to manage a business are no less than that of
veterinarians. This will require careful negotiation with states that
currently restrict practice ownership to veterinarians. Employee Stock
Ownership Programs (ESOP) enable employees to own portions or
the entirety of a business. A few veterinary practices groups, like
Suveto, use this approach (53).

2.3.4 The role of organized veterinary medicine

The AVMA and consulting groups like VetPartners® must make
independent practice ownership a priority, by working with buyers
and sellers of veterinary practices to demystify the financial aspects
and providing ongoing training and expert support. The AVMA could
be a key player in negotiating changes to state laws regulating
veterinary practice ownership, so that certified veterinary staff can
become practice owners. The Independent Veterinary Practitioners
Association (IVPA) is already working in this area (54). Formal
recognition of the IVPA by the AVMA’s House of Delegates would
bring additional credibility and momentum toward advocating for
independent practices.

2.3.5 Leveraging the veterinary support
ecosystem

Corporations can consolidate back-office duties such as human
resources, marketing, accounting, customer support, and payroll
across multiple practices, share staff across practices, make bulk
purchases, and receive rebates from suppliers through bundle
purchasing (26). Independent veterinary practice owners can take
advantage of advances in business and technology to gain many of the
benefits expected from corporatization. Buying groups and other
member-based organizations give smaller practices greater purchasing

2 https://vetpartners.org/?
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power (55). Simple online searches provide a range of complementary
providers: Legal, HR, and recruitment firms specializing in veterinary
medicine provide access to expertise that many veterinarians do not
have. Other specialty businesses support independent veterinary
practices for accounting, marketing, medical recordkeeping,
scheduling, pharmacy delivery, and even mentoring. On the medical
side, teletriage, pet-wearable devices, and remote specialist
consultations are widely available or on the verge of becoming so.
These give even the most remote practices and patients access to the
latest medical advances. Manufacturers and suppliers of goods and
services can support new independent veterinary practices with
special programs to help them get off the ground, including
introductory discounts, special payment terms, and marketing support.

2.3.6 An independent practice segment fosters
competition

Most markets benefit from robust competition (22, 56).
Consolidation in the veterinary industry has caught the attention of
the Federal Trade Commission (FTC). Worried about competitiveness
in local markets, they have begun intervening in large-scale mergers
and acquisitions, requiring at least one firm that owned approximately
1,500 practices to divest some of them and obtain FTC permission
before acquiring more (57). The FTC understands that competition is
the seed of innovation, creativity and consumer choice. The
consequence of reduced competition, most notably through price
increases, can be seen in many industries, including pharmaceuticals,
broadband, mobile telephony, personal banking, healthcare,
insurance, air travel, and even beer (58). Underinvestment in R&D,
lack of consumer choice, and poor customer service are other
recognized negative effects of reduced competition (59, 60). The
negative effects of reduced competition in the veterinary industry
impact veterinarians, staff, patients, and pet families. A thriving
independent segment encourages creative problem solving, new ways
of serving clients, and new adjacent businesses to support those
independent practices.

2.4 Threats

2.4.1 Unequal economic playing field

Consolidators with large numbers of practices can exert their
market power to obtain lower prices from manufacturers, distributors,
and other suppliers (12, 26, 27). They then attract pet owners by
advertising ever-lower retail prices. This creates a race to the bottom
among suppliers with no long-term benefits, by furthering
consolidation across the whole veterinary industry, not just within
veterinary practices. Moreover, squeezing suppliers’ profit margins can
decrease innovation and investment in research and development
(61). Minimum Advertised Pricing (MAP), in which the manufacturer
determines the lowest price at which a seller should advertise the
product, plays a key role in dampening this negative impact by leveling
the playing field between, for example, independent practices and
large online pharmacies.

2.4.2 Access to sufficient capital

New practice owners must have access to the capital they need to
buy or open new independent practices. In a Veterinary Management
Groups survey of former members who sold to corporate practices,
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47% of former practice owners wanted to take advantage of high
multiples (62). On the other hand, 71% of owners who had sold their
practice to a corporation would have preferred to sell to an associate
veterinarian; 59% reported that the associate did not have the
economic ability to buy the practice (62). Excessively high multiples
only worsen this problem. Associates interested in practice ownership
cannot compete with the high multiples that private equity groups
have been offering for the purchase of a private practice. Fortunately,
these high multiples have been decreasing since 2022 (63).

The inability to acquire and deploy capital at the level of corporate
and private equity-backed practices may be the biggest threat to future
independent practices. By its very nature, private equity is an
accumulation of capital intended to be deployed and generate a return.
PE-backed practices bring in large pools of almost entirely unregulated
capital to facilitate their growth and expansion (64, 65). Meanwhile,
the typical independent veterinarian is subject to the tightly regulated
traditional lending market, with its restrictions on capital access and
deployment (66). Today’s rising interest rates add another hurdle. This
is a fundamental challenge for all small businesses, not just
independent veterinary practices.

However, the rise in interest rates also poses problems for private
equity. The private equity business model depends on low interest
rates, which allow them to put cash to work for little cost so they can
grow and then sell the business (10). Higher interest rates threaten
their underlying business model, forcing them to focus more on
operations in the practices they purchase to find growth. Since private
equity owners are not experts in veterinary medicines or operating
veterinary hospitals, this requires more attention and effort, costing
time and money and making veterinary acquisitions less attractive.
Independent veterinary practice owners always pay attention to
practice operations, so while high interest rates are certainly a
challenge, they do not disrupt an independent practice’s basic business
model in the same way. While some independent practices grow by
expanding and acquiring additional hospitals, most focus on
optimizing revenue per patient and improving cost efficiency—growth
through margin rather than scale. This strategy is reflected in
benchmark studies of well-managed practices (67).

In the short term, the current rise in interest rates is a problem for
both independent and corporate practices, moreso for the latter. In the
long run, when interest rates decrease, private equity will once again
have access to cheap capital. Independent veterinarians, still at the
mercy of traditional lenders, will again be at a disadvantage unless new
ownership models or easier ways for them to access capital develop.

3 Conclusion

Corporate veterinary medicine is not for everyone. Many
associates would prefer to work for independent veterinary practices,
citing among other aspects better mentoring and more attractive
practice cultures. Embedded in their local social and business
ecosystem, independent veterinary practices contribute to a
competitive market and a robust community, while providing
personalized, compassionate care. What will help independent
veterinary practices grow and thrive in the industry?

Building strong independent practices begins in school and
continues throughout a veterinarian’s career, involving many parts
of the veterinary ecosystem. Schools, continuing educators, and
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professional organizations must supply current and future practice
owners with the financial and leadership training required
throughout their careers. Organized veterinary medicine must
strongly advocate in favor of the needs of independent practice
owners. Suppliers should offer incentive programs for independent
practices, much as they do for corporate practices. Independent
practice owners must actively pursue the next generation of
practice owners through mentorship and discussion about
practice ownership, well in advance of any actual practice sale.
Today’s independent practice owners must leverage their unique
advantages: close ties in their communities, a powerful emotional
mission, and the ability to quickly respond to local needs. New
technologies, service providers specifically for veterinary
medicine, appropriate staff utilization, and support from peer
groups can help independent practice owners become more
efficient, freeing their time and energy for the practice of medicine
and the close client and community relationships that underlie
their competitive advantage.

The strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats identified in
this SWOT analysis of independent veterinary practices highlight
possibilities for those practices to better compete with corporate
practices. The rising cost of capital, while challenging for independent
practice owners, will also slow the rate of corporate expansion.
Cultivating and nourishing a sustainable legacy of independently
owned veterinary practices is good for competition, for veterinarians
and staff, and ultimately for pets and society. Encouraging and
supporting interested veterinarians to become independent practice
owners is essential for the future of veterinary practice.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in
the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed
to the corresponding author.
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