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Welcome! I am pleased to introduce HLB
Sheehan Quinn’s third annual report on
veterinary practices in Ireland. We received
an excellent response to this year’s survey
and I am grateful to all of the practices
and individuals who participated. Without
your insights it would not be possible to
produce this report.
As was the case last year, work/life
balance continues to be an issue across all
regions and in all types of practice. Owners
are experiencing difficulty recruiting with
smaller practices in particular struggling to
match pay and conditions being offered by
their larger peers. While there has been a
reduction in the number of vets working
more than 60 hours a week, more than half
still work over 50 hours.
Exhaustion from working long hours
is contributing to an appetite for sales
among practice owners, 4 in 10 of whom
are contemplating selling within the next
3 years. The presence of corporates in
the Irish market means that there are
good opportunities for sellers. We are
also beginning to see growth-focused
independent practices getting together
to compete with the buying power of
the corporates. Practices should speak
to expert advisors with transactional
experience before negotiating with
potential purchasers.

in the event that they are unable to work.
Clearly, these are issues where greater
focus is needed.
Around a third (30%) of practices are
incorporated, up from 23% last year. There
is growing awareness of the benefits of
scaling up and 68% of owners whose
practices are not currently incorporated
would consider incorporation.
Our research shows that there is a
significant disparity regarding the
earnings of female vets versus their
male counterparts. Just 23% of female
respondents earn over €60k per annum
compared to 80% of male respondents.
While the figures may suggest the
existence of a significant gender pay gap,
factors such as stepping back from full
time employment and an evolving career
cycle for vets are likely contributors.
These factors will need to be explored
and addressed by the profession going
forward.
I hope you find our report
interesting and useful. If you
have questions or would like
to discuss this report in
more detail, please
contact myself or
one of our team.

Overall, 71% of this year’s respondents
have an ownership stake in their practice
(partner, shareholder or sole trader),
however fewer than a quarter have a
succession plan in place and almost 40%
do not have adequate insurance to
protect themselves and their families
Mark Butler
Managing Partner
HLB Sheehan Quinn
E: mbutler@hlbsq.ie
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SURVEY RESPONDENTS

LOCATION
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40%
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SURVEY RESPONDENTS

POSITION IN PRACTICE
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PRACTICE STRUCTURE

6%

30%

Is your practice, or any part
thereof, incorporated?
%

64%

40

Don’t know

6

No
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Yes

30

AGE

35
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15

20-30
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10

31-40
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5

41-50

29

>50

38

0

12%

21%

29%
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Research for this report was conducted during September 2019. 121 respondents from veterinary practices
across Ireland participated in the study.
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KEY FINDINGS

•

•

74% of veterinary practice owners
do not know the current value of
their practice. This puts practice
owners at a disadvantage when
negotiating to sell their business.
4 in 10 practice owners are
considering selling within the next
3 years.
Practice owners are also
neglecting to plan for succession,
putting the practice and their own
future financial security at risk.
70% of practice owners have not
identified a successor.

•

68% of practice owners whose
practices are not currently
incorporated would consider
incorporation, reflecting a
growing awareness of the benefits
of scaling up.

•

54% of respondents plan to
hire vets or nurses in the next
12 months but practices are
experiencing difficulty finding
staff. Unattractive rotas and
competition for talent against
larger practices is a challenge for
many practice owners.

•

Our research shows 23% of female
respondents earn over €60k per
annum compared to 80% of male
respondents.

•

Only 12% of practice employees
aspire to owning their own
practice. This strongly suggests
owners may need to look to the
corporates and larger practices
when they are ready to sell their
practice.

•

The demand of long hours
continues to be an issue across
the profession. While there has
been an improvement in the
number of vets working more
than 60 hours a week when
compared to last year (30%
vs 43%), more than half of our
survey respondents still work over
50 hours a week with sole traders
the most likely to be putting in
long hours.

“The biggest challenge facing the veterinary sector at the moment is
recruitment and retention of staff. There are lots of factors that contribute
to people being happy to stay in a job for a long time such as pay, time off,
CVE (Continuing Veterinary Education). It’s a challenge to get all that right
so that people are willing to stay with you for the long-term.”

Liam Moriarty, MyVet
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STATE OF THE PROFESSION

Recruitment emerged as the top challenge this year, with 54% of practices
planning to recruit vets or nurses in the next 12 months. Across all regions,
practices report having difficulty attracting and retaining staff with sole
practitioners often working long hours themselves because of this. Like newlyqualified doctors, veterinary graduates are opting to go abroad for a year or
more post-qualification. Once they have experienced better living and working
conditions abroad, many are reluctant to return to the long hours in traditional
veterinary practices in Ireland. As one practice owner put it;
“It is very hard to get good staff. There are very few people available for work
and the staff that are available want to pick and choose their hours, so I end
up having to do all the unsociable hours myself, with no help whatsoever.”
The problem is particularly acute in large animal practices, where respondents
are also concerned about how the changing profile of the agriculture sector is
impacting their business. This is not unique to Ireland. Similar issues in Scotland
led to the creation of a Highlands and Islands Veterinary Services Scheme to
support large-animal veterinary practices in remote areas.1
Unsurprisingly, work/life balance/out of hours work were the second mostfrequently cited challenges. Taken together with recruitment, 40% of
respondents cited one or more of these issues as the biggest challenge facing
veterinary practices in Ireland at present.
What do you consider to be the biggest challenges facing
veterinary practices in Ireland at present?

1

(%)

Recruitment / Skills Shortage

22

Work / Life balance / OOH cover

18

Credit Control / Profitability

12

Corporatism

9

Economic conditions / Brexit / competition

9

Salary / Benefits / Career Progression Opportunities

7

Changing face of agriculture

7

Out of hours cover

5

Respect / culture

4

Changing client expectations

3

Gender balance

1

Practice sustainability

1

Compliance

1

Technology

1

“‘Vets are retiring and are not being replaced’ - Western counties face vet shortage,” Irish Independent (Indo Farming) 5
August 2017. https://www.independent.ie/business/farming/dairy/vets-are-retiring-and-are-not-being-replaced-westerncounties-face-vet-shortage-35985881.html
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COMPETITION

BREXIT

While sentiment towards corporates
continues to improve, there are still
mixed views on the entry of these
companies into the Irish market.
Comments this year ranged across the
spectrum from those who want to;

The impact that Brexit will have on
the agriculture sector is a major
concern, particularly for large animal
practices. Respondents are also
worried about the future supply
of medicines traditionally sourced
from the UK. The Department of
Agriculture, Food and the Marine
(DAFM) published an information
note on this issue in October.2

“Stop the corporates taking over
practices.”
to those who see increased
corporatism as inevitable, and even
some who say;
“Bring on the corporates.”
There is consensus, however, that
regardless of who owns a veterinary
business, the practice of veterinary
medicine should only be carried out
by properly registered individuals.
This, together with a well-regulated
sector, is in the interests of everyone
concerned.
Interestingly, a number of respondents
commented on the potential for
independent practices to compete
with the buying power of corporates
through cooperation. In the past it was
difficult for vets to find the funding
to purchase a practice but we are
beginning to see growth-focused
practices getting together to compete
with the buying power of the big
players. This should be good news for
practice owners wishing to sell.

Brexit is also affecting recruitment.
Earlier this year, DAFM invited
private veterinary practitioners to
consider registering for a process
whereby appropriately qualified
vets may be contracted for Border
Inspection Post (BIP) duty as part of
the Department’s Brexit contingency
planning. It is envisaged that
veterinary practitioners engaged
under this process may be deployed
at Dublin and Rosslare Ports, should
the need arise.3 In September,
Veterinary Ireland stressed the
importance of ensuring that any
arrangements put in place;
“do not impact negatively on the
availability and capacity of farm
animal veterinary services across
the country, and if possible, that
whatever solution is arrived at will
support such services.” 4

Other competitive pressures
mentioned this year include Brexit and
how to stay profitable in a changing
landscape.
2 DAFM,

“Brexit Information Note - Veterinary Medicines Products”, October 2019.

3 “DAFM

invites Private Veterinary Practitioners to consider potential veterinary inspector
opportunities with DAFM as part of Brexit contingency planning,” DAFM Press Release, 25 February 2019.

4 Veterinary

Ireland Media Release, 10 September 2019.
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CREDIT CONTROL
Credit control continues to be an
issue for some practices, causing
cash flow problems and taking up too
much time. As one respondent puts it;
“A tradition of undervaluing
ourselves and undercharging for
what we do has been established
over the years, along with a
tendency to give credit to clients.
These are difficult habits to break
and can lead to problems with cash
flow.”
While it is easy to let administrative
tasks slide when you are under
pressure in other areas, it is vital to
have robust financial controls, not
just so that you have cash available
for day-to-day running costs, but
also to build value in your practice
so that you can reap the rewards
of your hard work. Outsourcing can
be a good solution where practices
lack the resources and/or expertise
to manage their finance function
themselves. Functions such as
invoicing, payroll and HR are usually
suitable for outsourcing.

WOULD YOU
RECOMMEND THE
PROFESSION AS A
CAREER CHOICE?

Would you recommend
the profession as a
career choice?

All respondents
(%)

Don’t Know

19

No

35

Yes

46

REGULATION
When asked if they are happy
with the way the profession is
regulated in Ireland, 50% of this
year’s respondents answered, ‘No.’
3 issues in particular stand out in
the comments made by those who
expressed dissatisfaction.
•

Respondents feel they are
over-regulated and would like
better services and support for
themselves and their practices.
A number of respondents
highlighted a particular need
for better support for younger
members.

•

Changes and/or improvements
to standards and enforcement.
Among the issues highlighted is
concern about a level playing field
and a perceived need to regulate
work by lay people that infringes
on work that should only be done
by vets.

Overall, almost half (46%) of
respondents would recommend the
profession as a career choice. 53% of
male respondents would recommend
the profession compared to just over
a third (36%) of female respondents.
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STATE OF THE PROFESSION

•

1 in 4 respondents who are
dissatisfied with how their
profession is regulated raised
communication and/or
cultural issues.

Are you happy with the
way the profession is
regulated in Ireland?

All
respondents
(%)

Yes

30

No

50

Undecided

20

CHANGES TO THE PROFESSION
Better cooperation, particularly in relation to out of hours cover, topped a long
list of issues mentioned when respondents were asked about the changes
to the profession that they would like to see. This echoes responses to other
questions which also cited the benefits that can be achieved by better sharing
and collaboration between practices.
Improvements to work/life balance and salary, benefits and career progression
opportunities also featured strongly in the responses to this question.

What would you like to see change in the profession?

(%)

Cooperation / Out of hours support / Changes to mandatory 24/7

25

Work / Life balance

15

Salary / Benefits / Career progression

12

Government / Revenue support

8

Commercial focus

7

Higher fees

7

Training

7

Practice scale / Structure

5

Fear of corporates

4

Other

10

Total

100
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PRACTICE TYPE
There is a significant increase in the number of companion animal practices when
compared to last year. Practice owners are finding that graduates prefer this type
of work over the unattractive rota hours in mixed and large animal practices.
Practice Type All respondents

2019
(%)

2018
(%)

Companion Animal

40

27

Large Animal

14

21

Mixed Practice

46

52

PRACTICE SIZE
Compared to last year, there is a 5 percentage point increase in the number
of practices with between 5 and 10 employees. This reflects our experience
in the sector generally where we have seen a trend towards consolidation
and growth over the last few years. As mentioned elsewhere, many of this
year’s respondents highlight the efficiencies that can be achieved through
collaboration, partnership and practice amalgamation.
Practice Size All respondents

2019
(%)

2018
(%)

<5 employees

35

37

5-10 employees

35

30

>10 employees

30

33

INCORPORATION
The number of incorporated practices is up 7% on 2018. There is a marked
decline in ‘don’t know’ responses to this question. A majority (68%) of practice
owners whose practices are not currently incorporated would consider
incorporation. One respondent noted;
“I think incorporation is a good development as it gives practice owners a path
to semi or full retirement.”
Our experience of working with veterinary practices tells us that despite clarity
from VCI around incorporation, some practice owners are concerned as to how
Irish revenue commissioners could view incorporation. Transactions are always
open to revenue scrutiny, however there is no prohibition of incorporation of
veterinary practices once it’s done correctly from a legal and tax compliance
point of view. It is important to speak to expert advisors with transactional
experience for vets and corporates.
Page 11

PRACTICE MANAGEMENT

HLB Sheehan Quinn Veterinary Practice Survey Report 2019 - 2020

Is your practice or any part
thereof incorporated?
(All respondents)

2019
(%)

2018
(%)

Yes

30

23

No

64

56

6

21

Don’t know

PLANNING TO SELL
Long working hours and difficulties in recruiting are contributing to an appetite
for sales among practice owners. As can be seen from the graph beneath, 42%
are contemplating selling. The entry of corporates into the Irish market, while not
universally welcomed, has presented opportunities and the management skills
of these companies in areas like finance and HR can alleviate the administrative
burden, freeing practice owners and qualified staff to focus on clinical work.
Owners contemplating selling need to know what their practice is worth. The
earlier that you obtain an independent valuation, the more time you will have
to iron out potential problems, improve efficiency and enhance your practice
value. Bear in mind that your financial track record will influence the price you
can negotiate so now is the time to focus on getting your financial management,
credit control and cashflow under control.
There are various methods used to establish the value of a business, however
these traditional models are not always a good fit for veterinary practices and
can adversely impact on negotiation. It is advisable to seek consultation from
expert advisors who understand the veterinary sector and have transactional
experience. It is important to obtain this advice before entering into any
negotiations with potential purchasers.
When practices are properly advised, good outcomes can be achieved with
the owners enjoying enhanced work/life balance and continuing to work in the
business if they so wish. One survey respondent commented;
“As a veterinary surgeon who has recently sold his business I am entirely
happy with our new partners and situation. I am confident our clinical freedom
will continue to be respected and our staff will benefit from the
new structure.”
Are you considering selling
your veterinary practice in the
next 3 years?

Practice Owners
(%)

Yes

42

No

52

Not applicable

6

Page 12

PAY & CONDITIONS

HLB Sheehan Quinn Veterinary Practice Survey Report 2019 - 2020

EARNINGS BEFORE TAX
Earnings before tax
(all respondents)

Individual earnings vary, depending
on role, hours worked and practice
type. Over a third of this year’s
respondents earn under €60k and
a third earn over €100k. Just over
a quarter (26%) earn between €60
and €100k. The difference in earnings
before tax may be attributed in part
to hours worked.

(%)

No response

9

Less than €40k

12

€40k - €59,999

21

€60k - €99,999

26

>€100k

32

Taking a look at earnings by practice type, the high earners are clustered in mixed
practices (51%) and companion animal practices (33%).
80% of male respondents earn over €60k compared to 23% of female
respondents. Just over half of female respondents (51%) earn €40,000-€59,999.
Age also has a bearing on earnings with the highest earners in the older
demographic.

Earnings by age (COUNT)

Age 20-30 Age 31-40

Age 41-50

Age 51+

Less than €40k

5

4

4

1

€40k - €59,999

5

12

7

2

€60k - €99,999

3

6

7

15

>€100k

1

4

12

22

HOURS WORKED
While there has been a decrease in the number of vets working more than 60
hours a week when compared to last year - 30% (2019) vs 43% (2018) - more
than half of our survey respondents still work over 50 hours a week, and some
considerably more than this. As one respondent put it;
“Retention of qualified vets is very difficult in this area, making on call hours
longer and more frequent. [We are] expected to work 80+ hours per week
(including on call) and then have only 20 (or maybe 25 at a push) days annual
leave as the normal standard. Ridiculous!”
Sole traders are the most likely to be putting in long hours. Collaboration and/or
changing their business structure could be one way for these practice owners to
ease the burden and improve their work/life balance.
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Analysing hours worked by practice type, 78% of respondents in mixed practices
work over 50 hours a week compared to 70% in large animal practices and 20%
in companion animal practices.
The majority of respondents working over 50 hours a week are located in
Leinster.
Hours worked

All
respondents
(%)

Respondents
working > 50
hours per week

(%)

<20

1

Employee

22

21-30

7

Partner

11

31-40

13

Shareholder

17

41-50

24

Sole Trader

50

51-60

25

>60

30

JOB SATISFACTION
Job satisfaction levels have improved, up from 41% in 2018 to 58% this year
with a drop of 6 percentage points in those who answered ‘unsatisfied’ to this
question.
Breaking down the ‘satisfied’ responses by practice type shows that 44% work
in mixed practices, 40% in companion animal practices and 16% in large animal
practices.
A gender analysis of ‘satisfied’ responses shows that 74% of respondents are
male compared to just 26% female.
Job Satisfaction
(all respondents)

2019
(%)

2018
(%)

Satisfied

58

41

Neutral

33

44

Unsatisfied

9

15

ASPIRATIONS
When asked about their personal aspirations, achieving a better work/life
balance is the top priority for both practice owners and employees. Funding
a comfortable retirement comes next for practice owners whereas 12% of
employees aspire to owning their own practice.
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Which of the following
aspirations is most
important to you?

All
respondents
(%)

Practice
Owners
(%)

Employees
(%)

Funding retirement

17

20

9

Growing practice

11

15

0

Owning own practice

6

3

12

Work / Life balance

61

54

79

Other

5

8

0

When asked what they consider the top aspirations of practice employees, there
is reasonable consistency between practice owners and staff with both citing
salary increases as the top aspiration, followed by more annual leave and shorter
working hours. More/better training is an aspiration for roughly a quarter of this
year’s respondents.
What do you see are the
top 2 aspirations of the
practice employees?

Practice
Owners
(%)

Employees
(%)

Increased Salary

88

79

Less Hours

28

26

More Holidays

42

62

More Training

25

24

Other

8

6

[Respondents could choose more than one option from a menu of aspirations]

“The whole issue of succession is something Veterinary practices
are coming to terms with at the moment. In previous years, it was
simple – young vets became assistants, later becoming partners and
buying into the practice and that was it. These days, it’s all changed
with corporates coming into the market meaning the transition from
assistant to practice owner is not as common for today’s graduates
and those at the beginning of their careers.”

Pete Wedderburn, BrayVet

Page 15

GENDER SPLIT

HLB Sheehan Quinn Veterinary Practice Survey Report 2019 - 2020

GENDER BREAKDOWN
4 in 10 of this year’s survey respondents are female, broadly in line with last
year. In the under-40 age group, women outnumber men roughly 2 to 1, but in
the 41+ age bracket, men account for 75%
23% of female respondents earn over €60k per annum compared to 80% of
male respondents.
74% of respondents who have an ownership stake in their business are male
compared to 25% of women whereas 74% of employees are female. Where
women have an ownership stake, they are predominantly sole traders.
In terms of hours worked, there is a fairly even gender breakdown among those
working 30-50 hours per week while those working 51+ hours per week are
predominantly male (75%). Around 7% of survey respondents overall work 30
hours a week or less.
All
respondents
(%)

Male
(%)

Female
(%)

Employee

29

8

21

Partner

13

10

3

Shareholder

14

12

2

Sole Trader

44

31

13

Position in Practice
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SUCCESSION
71% of this year’s survey respondents have an ownership stake in their practice,
with sole traders making up the single biggest ownership group. Yet, as was the
case last year, most practice owners do not have a succession plan in place.
It’s important for owners to think ahead even if they do not intend to exit their
business for some time. Funding a comfortable retirement requires careful
planning and timing your exit appropriately is also critical. Options to consider
include identifying a suitable successor, changing business structure e.g.
incorporating, and scaling up or selling your practice. Regardless of how-and
when-you intend to exit, it is important to seek relevant advice from expert
advisors who have experience in the sector.
As can be seen from the chart, 74% of practice owners have not had their
practice valued in the last 2 years.
Have you had your
practice valued in
the last 2 years?

Practice
owners
(%)

Yes

21

No

74

Not applicable

5

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE VALUE AND
PROFITABILITY
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Location and size of practice
Type of practice and specialisms
Practice facilities
Practice efficiency
Financial controls
Practice fees/mark-up
Competition

IDENTIFYING A SUCCESSOR
Relatively few employees aspire to owning their own practice. When added to
the difficulties that long hours/out-of-hours work, unattractive rota systems
and limited practice supports are presenting for practice owners in the current
market, this may be one reason why 70% of owners have not yet identified
potential partners to buy into their business.
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Larger practices tend to be more attractive to potential employees as they
generally offer better working conditions and career progression opportunities.
Scaling up could be one way to attract and retain suitably qualified employees
who may in time be ready to take the practice forward. Now is the time to start
addressing this challenge as it takes time to identify, develop and mentor a
successor.
Have you identified
potential partners to buy
into your business?5

Practice
owners
(%)

Yes

24

No

70

Not applicable

6

SCALING UP
Scaling up can be achieved through routes such as partnership and/or practice
amalgamation. When forming a partnership, it is important to draw up a formal
partnership agreement setting out how profits and losses will be allocated,
conflicts resolved, and what will happen if and when the partnership is dissolved.

PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENT
•
•
•
•
•

How profits and losses will be allocated between shareholders
How decisions will be made
What will happen if a partner becomes ill or dies
What will happen if/when the partnership is dissolved
Process for managing and resolving conflict

SELLING YOUR PRACTICE
4 in 10 practice owners are considering selling within the next 3 years. Now is
the time for these owners to focus on what they need to do to enhance value
and prepare their business for sale. Obtaining an independent current valuation
is the starting point for this process. While interest from corporates and growthfocused independent practices is generating opportunities for sellers, you need
to know the value of your practice before entering into discussion with potential
purchasers.

FUNDING RETIREMENT
While funding a comfortable retirement is a key aspiration of practice owners,
almost 40% either do not have adequate insurance to protect themselves and
their families in the event that they cannot continue to work or do not know if
their cover is adequate suggesting a significant knowledge gap when it comes to
managing personal finance.
5 Excludes

respondents who are employees.
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Regardless of region and practice type, it is clear that veterinary practices
across Ireland are facing the same issues — long hours, difficulties in recruiting,
competitive pressures and a changing landscape. However, there are steps that
you can take to help you address these issues;
•

Review your practice structure and consider whether now might be the
right time to incorporate, enter into a partnership or scale up. Work/life
balance tends to be better in larger practices. It is important to remember,
transactions involving a change of business structure require careful
planning. Seeking consultation from experienced advisors who deal in
business transactions and have an expert understanding of the veterinary
sector, will help you determine the best option for you and your practice.

•

Find out what your practice is worth. If you have not had your practice
independently valued in the last 2 years, now is the time to obtain a current
valuation.

•

Look for opportunities to enhance practice value. Whether you intend
to grow your practice, enter a partnership, merge or sell, focusing on
profitability will help you achieve the best outcome.

•

Review any planned capital investment and explore the funding options and
tax implications before making any decisions.

•

Review your practice culture to ensure that, in so far as possible, it reflects
the needs of your staff. Areas to look at include salary, working hours,
training, mentoring and career progression opportunities. Reflecting on the
gender gap highlighted in this report, are there any gender-related issues
your practice may need to address?

•

Look for opportunities to relieve pressure on your time e.g. by outsourcing
administrative tasks such as accounting, bookkeeping, invoicing and credit
control.

•

Seek out opportunities to collaborate and share resources with other
practices. This can enhance efficiency, cut costs and improve work/life
balance for you and your employees.

•

Review your succession plan. If you do not have a formal plan in place, now
is the time to think about what you want to happen with your practice. Will
you transfer it to another person? Do you still want to be involved? Do you
intend to sell? Whatever your intention, the structure and timing of your
exit needs careful consideration.

•

Check that you have adequate insurance in place to protect both yourself
and your dependents should you fall ill or be otherwise unable to work.

With many practices struggling to cover day-to-day tasks, it can be tempting to
procrastinate but delay comes at a cost. Practice owners who prioritise planning
ahead generally reap the best rewards.
Thank you for reading our report. If you would like more information on any of
the topics covered, please get in touch.
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