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A
ll veterinarians struggle to find the right balance between their love of equine prac-
tice and developing the right boundaries to give themselves a more harmonious 
work/life balance. Amy Grice, DVM, MBA, said that veterinarians are “helpers. 
We’re there to serve. And bringing money into it sort of dirties it or sullies this 
feeling of helping.”

So how can the industry provide a career in equine veterinary medicine that provides this 
balance, thus attracting the brightest, most passionate vet school graduates to the profession? 
A culture shift is underway that hopefully will provide a career and lifestyle that means a long, 
happy life as an equine veterinarian.
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TODAY’S PAIN 
POINTS
One of the first issues is that 
veterinarians must under-
stand they are small business 
owners. The business side of 
equine veterinary practice—
especially for solo ambula-
tory veterinarians or smaller 
practices—is hard for many 
individuals. They went to 
school to care for animals, not 
study spreadsheets.

But, without a good 
business foundation, today’s 
equine practices can’t afford 
to give tomorrow’s veterinari-
ans the lifestyles they want.

There is a crisis playing 
out in the profession. Grice 
recently highlighted evidence 
of this crisis with these facts:
n �Throughout 2021, about 

500 equine veterinary 
associate positions have 
consistently been available 
in the country. 

n �Only about 40 vet school 
graduates enter equine prac-
tice each year, while about 
60 older practice owners 
retire.

n �Equine practitioners have 
a career and lifestyle that 
means about half of gradu-
ating veterinarians who do 
enter equine practice leave 
in the first five years.
Without some major 

shifts in entrenched culture, 
the future of equine practice 
is in jeopardy, according to 
Grice and others. But they 
say a culture shift is within 
reach. If veterinarians learn 
to value themselves and their 
services, take proactive steps 
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toward financial health, and 
address the lifestyle issues 
that contribute to stress and 
dissatisfaction, they can turn 
the tide.

“We have the capability to 
have a positive future. We just 
have to create new paradigms 
in equine practice,” said 
Grice.

HELP FOR THE  
‘HELPERS’
CareCredit, a financing solu-
tion for veterinary clients, re-
cently convened a roundtable 
of experts for a discussion of 
the current industry and what 
has and should change. In this 
article, we will share high-
lights from the panelists’ com-
ments. A longer article will 
appear on EquiManagement.
com that will offer additional 
insights, personal experiences 
and practice tips from round-
table participants that can 
help practices improve their 
financial relationships with 
clients, resulting in less stress 

for equine veterinarians.
The panelists were: Grice, 

who practiced for more than 
20 years before starting Vet-
erinary Business Consulting. 
She is the AAEP Treasurer 
until 2023 and is a member of 
the AVMA Economic Strat-
egy Committee. Charlotte 
Hansen, MS, is the assistant 
director of statistical analysis 
at the AVMA in the Veter-
inary Economics Division. 
She specializes in equine 
economics and geospatial 
analysis. Wendy Krebs, DVM, 
is a partner and co-owner 
at Bend Equine Medical 
Center in Oregon, where she 
focuses on equine surgery, 
performance horse sports 
medicine, internal medicine 
and comprehensive preven-
tive care. Kyle Palmer, CVT, 
manages VCA Salem Animal 
Hospital in Oregon. During 
his 29 years in the veterinary 
field he has been manager of a 
mixed equine and companion 
animal practice, executive 

director of Northwest Equine 
Practitioners Association, a 
consultant, and an author 
in veterinary management 
magazines. Kelly Zeytoonian, 
DVM, MBA, is the owner of 
Starwood Equine Veterinary 
Service and Starwood Veteri-
nary Consulting in California. 
Zeytoonian serves on the 
Board of Directors of the 
Northern California Associa-
tion of Equine Practitioners. 

THE IMPORTANCE 
OF GETTING PAID AT 
TIME OF SERVICE
One critical point that came 
from the roundtable discus-
sion was that small animal 
veterinary professionals have 
adopted the practice of getting 
paid at time of service, while 
their equine counterparts 
have struggled to do so. Small 
animal practices also are more 
likely to help clients under-
stand financial preparedness 
and offer financing options.

About 15 years ago, Krebs’ 
practice decided to change 
its protocol to getting paid at 
time of service. They knew 
they would have to continue 
to deal with absentee owners 
and clients who forgot their 
credit card or checkbook, 
but they made an expectation 
for immediate payment their 
default. 

“You start to train your 
clients on that expectation 
[getting paid at time of ser-
vice], and you start to train 
your support staff that they 
need to get that credit card 
number on file or make other 

arrangements for payment 
when they make the appoint-
ment, and things eventually 
start to fall into place,” she 
said. “I think it’s a change of 
mindset.”

Krebs said equine veteri-
narians currently feel that “it’s 
rude to talk about money” 
or “we’re going to make the 
clients uncomfortable talking 
money” when it’s really the 
opposite. “We’re going to 
make them uncomfortable if 
they don’t know how much 
they’re going to spend.”

A mantra Krebs tries to 
live by comes from equine 
practice management expert 
Andy Clark, DVM, MBA: 
“You should never surprise 
the client,” she said. “You 
should not surprise them 
when you ask them for pay-
ment at the time of service, 
and you should not surprise 
them with an invoice they’re 
not prepared for.”

This means it’s essential to 
communicate about finan-
cial preparedness when the 
appointment is made. Krebs’ 
customer service team is 
trained to ask, “How do you 
plan to pay today?” or, better 
yet, “Do you have a credit 
card we can keep on file?”

“Our equine vets are not 
the best at waiting around; 
they might be trying to get to 
another emergency,” Krebs 
said. But if they know there’s 
a credit card on file and say 
to the client, “We’ll just put 
those charges on the card you 
have on file, right?” 95% of 
the time the client will agree. 
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Zeytoonian’s practice has 
a policy in place that payment 
must be arranged before a 
veterinarian will go out on a 
weekend or see a new client. 
“They say, ‘Once I see that the 
email [about payment] come 
through with the paperwork, 
then we can get something 
on the schedule,’” she said. 
“That has been super helpful 
for our team.”

IT’S MORE THAN 
JUST MONEY
For equine practice owners, 
living month to month and 
wondering how to pay the 
next bill is a source of con-
stant anxiety, Palmer said. “I 
think, by and large, most vet-
erinarians would love to pay 
their staffs more,” he said. “I 
don’t think enough veterinari-
ans understand how vital it is 
and that they are undercharg-
ing chronically and undercol-
lecting regularly. Those two 
things really cause waves of 
stress that go throughout the 
practice.”

When associates are not 
able to get paid because of 
client nonpayment and un-
derpayment, it makes their al-
ready stressful lives even more 
challenging, he continued. “It 
makes it difficult to stay in 
a job. It makes it difficult to 
stay in this industry,” Palmer 
said.

Grice agreed. “It starts to 
feel for people like they’re 
sacrificing their life on the 
altar of veterinary medicine,” 
she said. “They see their 
friends or people outside of 

veterinary medicine having 
a normal life. And they feel 
trapped in this thing that they 
love but that is eating them 
alive.”

Finding a way out that 
doesn’t entail leaving the 
profession involves some 
deep soul-searching. “Equine 
practitioners need to embrace 
the value that they provide 
and feel confident in charging 
appropriately for what they 
do,” Grice summarized.

TAKE-HOME  
MESSAGE
Business, money, life, stress 
… they are all tied together 
for equine veterinarians. And 
some horse owners add to 
that stress with demoralizing 
statements about the cost of 
services or by not paying for 
services rendered. But several 
roundtable participants have 
learned to create healthy emo-
tional and financial bound-
aries in their practices. Krebs 
said, “As I mature, I just don’t 
let them [clients] put that 
financial stress on me. I am 
there to help them to the best 
of my capability and within 
their resources, but it does not 
fall on my shoulders to enable 
them financially.”

This doesn’t mean she 
doesn’t show compassion. “I 
absolutely acknowledge to 
them the stress of the situa-
tion that they’re under,” she 
continued. “I acknowledge 
that it’s expensive, and I’m 
empathetic. I can help provide 
solutions that are within their 
means. But that does not 

mean that I need to be the one 
that subsidizes their animal’s 
health care.” 

Zeytoonian expounded by 
saying, “My job is to provide 
you [the client] with all of the 
options for care and give you 
a path to health and wellness 
for your horse. And my job is 
also to educate you on insur-
ance opportunities and pay-
ment options—none of which 
involve the practice of putting 
somebody on a payment plan 
or subsidizing the care of the 
animals.”

The panelists were in agree-
ment that building a personal 
relationship with clients is key 
to financial discussions. “With 
the relationship, then the 
transactional part becomes so 
much easier,” said Grice.

“When the client knows 
what to expect financially 
from the beginning of the 
relationship and they have 
a plan for payment, … that 
allows the veterinarian and 
the horse owner to be on 

the same team,” concluded 
Grice. “Then they can both 
just concentrate on caring for 
the horse, which at the end of 
the day is what veterinarians 
really want to do.”
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