
  
 

 
SPVS VMG COVID 19 Survey 2: 
Capacity, Finance and Intentions 
 

This second survey was sent out to members of the veterinary profession in April 2020 and 
331 responses were gathered between 27th April and 11th May.  A supplementary analysis of 
First Opinion Small Animal Practice has been added to this survey 

Respondents 
The tables below show the profile of the respondents to this survey, compared with those 
of the previous one, which had 171 responses between 24/03/2020 and 31/03/2020.  
Although we do not sample the same population each time, the composition is similar, 
suggesting it is reasonable to make comparisons between the two surveys. 
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Employment Status 
 This Survey First Survey 

Employed 41% 43% 

Leadership/Management Role 18% Not specified 

Own/Part-own/Financial interest 41% 56% 

Practice Status 

 

The proportion of respondents from small animal practice (72.6%) and from independent 
practices (64%) is higher than in the recent RCVS 2019 Survey of the Veterinary Profession 
(https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/publications/summary-of-findings-from-the-
2019-vet-survey/?destination=%2Fnews-and-views%2Fpublications%2F) which reported 
figures of 52.6% of vets working in small animal practice and 41.6% working in fully 
independent stand-alone practices. This may reflect in part the population sampled for this 
survey but could also be explained by the fact that respondents are from small businesses 
which are disproportionately concerned about their ability to respond to the challenges 
thrown up by the pandemic. 

Age Range 

Most respondents fell into the 40-55 year age bracket and this compares with the average 
age reported in the RCVS survey (quoted above) of 51 for men and 40 for women. 

Status of Business 

Independent Practice

Independent Practice working within a larger group (
eg XLVets)

Joint Venture within a corporation

Corporately owned practice

Charity

Locum working independently

Ages of Respondents 

23 years or less

24-39 years

40-55 years

56-64 years

>64 years

https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/publications/summary-of-findings-from-the-2019-vet-survey/?destination=%2Fnews-and-views%2Fpublications%2F
https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/publications/summary-of-findings-from-the-2019-vet-survey/?destination=%2Fnews-and-views%2Fpublications%2F


Results  
We asked respondents, “How are you currently working?” 

 

Overall 27.6% of respondents were working their normal hours and 17.3% were working 
reduced hours, the proportion being similar for employers and employees. Around a fifth of 
employees had been furloughed. 50% of owners are working longer hours.  

How have the following areas changed in the last WEEK compared with what you 
normally expect at this time of year?  

 

In the chart above we asked respondents to say how various areas of their work had 
changed, with 100% representing what they considered normal. Although as expected 
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income is still severely affected, employers are seeing their workload increased  compared 
to normal, whilst the reductions across all categories for employees reflect those staff that 
are being furloughed. The additional burdens of management, communications with staff 
and client are consuming extra time for the employers.  

 Amongst employees who are still working it is only the number of meetings that has 
decreased. Daily income as assessed by owners had improved from 50% of expectation 
(Survey 1) to over 60% of normal income (Survey 2). 

 

In the light of the current crisis how concerned are you about the following areas? 

 

This question was repeated from the previous survey, with respondents scoring 10 for most 
concerned and 1 for least concerned. The reductions in concerns over welfare issues 
perhaps reflect a growing knowledge of how to respond to the threat of the pandemic and 
support provided by many veterinary organisations. Financial concerns overall have 
increased slightly, although there seems to be less concern about job security. Comparing 
the two surveys however there has also been an increase in concern about job security and 
personal income within the Employees.  

These elements are explored in more detail in the supplementary section of this report 
focusing on Small Animal Practice. 

 

5 5.5 6 6.5 7 7.5 8 8.5 9 9.5

Animal health and welfare

The health and welfare of my staff/the practice team

Practice financial sustainability and profits

Job Security

Personal Income

My own health and welfare

Concerns 

Survey 1 Survey 2



How satisfied are you in your practice's ability to deliver in the following COVID 19 
areas?  

 

Following on from the previous question we asked respondents how confident they were in 
dealing with different aspects of the response to Covid-19. They were asked to state 
whether they were Very Satisfied, Satisfied, Neutral, Dissatisfied or Very Dissatisfied with 
each of the areas in the chart above. The percentage scoring Satisfied or Very Satisfied are 
shown as a positive number above, whilst the percentage scoring Dissatisfied or Very 
Dissatisfied are shown as a negative number. 

Having had some time to respond to the pandemic, respondents seem more confident in 
their ability to deal with clients, but the apparent reduction in confidence in managing social 
distancing for staff and practice biosecurity may reflect the practical limitations of existing 
practice premises. These limitations are explored later in the survey.   

 

How much EXTRA time does it take to conduct a consultation with additional Social 
Distancing arrangements in place? 

 n Min (%) Max  Av 

Emergency Case 300 0 (5.3%) 30 16 mins 

Typical sick animal primary consultation 298 0 (4.1%) 30 15 mins 

Booster Vaccination 218 0 (10.3%) 30 10 mins  

Equine examination 51 0 (4%) 20 8 mins 

Remote or Video Consultation 270 0 (7.8%) 30 14 mins 

TB Test 34 0 (3.7%) 30 12 mins 

Preplanned health visit on farm/ stud 40 0 (3.5%) 30 9 mins 

 

Respondents selected an option from 0 to 30 minutes and the range and averages are show 
above. Although some thought no extra time was needed, the percentage was relatively 
low, and it was only in the case of booster vaccinations that more than 10% of respondents 
felt no more time was needed. 
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Social Distancing impacts on time and therefore what can be done within the day. 
With current biosecurity arrangements in place and no major additional labour inputs, 
what will be the maximum percentage of normal work that can be undertaken within 
a normal working day?  

 n Minimum Maximum (n) Average 

Consultations 300 50.00% 100.00% (19) 63.78% 

Surgical work 286 50.00% 100.00% (34) 64.98% 

Ambulatory work 111 50.00% 100.00% (15) 68.47% 

Emergency work 283 50.00% 100.00% (163) 85.21% 

Preplanned health work on farm/ stud 45 50.00% 100.00% (15) 82.22% 

 

For this question respondents were allowed to select a percentage between 50% and 100%, 
and some commented that they would have selected a lower figure, so the averages above 
may be artificially inflated by the survey design. Building on the previous question this is 
effectively asking respondents to consider limitation other than time, such as the layout of 
practice premises in determining what work can be done with social distancing measures in 
place. There is a significant reduction in all areas, but as might be expected, emergency 
work, where clients are commonly seen individually by special arrangement, and 
preplanned health work are the least affected.  

 

What will limit your ability to conduct more work with current social distancing 
arrangements in place?  

 

Respondents were asked to tick all factors which they identified as limiting and the numbers 
for each are shown above. Only 5.7% felt there was no limit to their capacity. Comments 
remarked on a drop in demand due to clients having reduced finances or being fearful of 
catching the virus themselves. In some cases, clients normally helped to hold their animals, 
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so this put extra pressure on support staff. Several commented that it was difficult to 
increase capacity without compromising social distancing and increasing the risk of infection 
due to building design and work practices. Time in the current day constrains capacity. To 
improve efficiency staffing could increase, however concerns are expressed regarding 
having enough profits to allow for un-furloughing staff. 70 respondents identified the 
reluctance of colleagues to undertake the work. A similar proportion of respondents were 
dissatisfied in social distancing for staff working within the practice. 

 

How satisfied are you in your ability to tackle the following issues? 

 

We asked respondents how satisfied they were with their ability to tackle the areas shown, 
with the choices being Very Satisfied, Satisfied, Neutral, Dissatisfied or Very Dissatisfied. The 
percentage scoring Satisfied or Very Satisfied are shown as a positive number above, whilst 
the percentage scoring Dissatisfied or Very Dissatisfied are shown as a negative number.  

Respondents were most satisfied with their ability to protect clients and manage their 
expectations, but less so about maintaining social distancing as work increased, or about 
financial planning. This is an important area to resolve to optimise wellbeing of staff and 
capacity challenges for practices.  
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Do you agree or disagree with the following statements focusing on what the practice 
should do next?  

 

For each action, respondents were able to indicate, Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree 
or Strongly Disagree. The percentage saying Agree/Strongly Agree is shown as a positive 
number above, and that saying Disagree/Strongly Disagree as a negative number. 
Respondents were more likely to want to want to find ways of working more efficiently and 
increasing tele/video consulting and less likely to want to increase opening hours, increase 
charges or borrow more. 14% felt that to ‘do nothing different and manage as best you can’ 
was an option. 

In comments, reference was made to the limitations of teleconsulting: it was time 
consuming, not always well accepted by clients and could not replace a physical 
examination, whilst being vulnerable to poaching by well organised centralised services. 
Several respondents questioned their ability to streamline procedures any further, and 
whilst one stated that clients were not able to bear increased costs, another suggested the 
profession could respond by not charging loss-making prices for certain procedures.  

When the results were broken down between employer and employee there was broad 
agreement although employers were less inclined to want to increase borrowing, whilst 
employees were more resistant to increasing charges. 
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Small Animal Practice Analysis 
More detailed analysis was undertaken to evaluate the concerns and plans of Small Animal 
Practice owners, leaders and employees.  

This subset of respondents included 238 respondents of which 74% were vets, 4% nurses, 
6% receptionists and 14% managers.  

There were two particular areas that are of interest. Social Distancing concerns and 
Intentions. 

Social Distancing 
30% of respondents had were very dissatisfied or dissatisfied with social distancing 
arrangements relating to staff whereas only 6% were dissatisfied with arrangements for 
clients  

   

 

 48% and 46% respectively were dissatisfied with their ability to tackle social distancing as 
work increases and protect vulnerable team members longer term.  

 

  

 
The whole area of achieving satisfactory protection of human health and alleviating 
concerns ( real or perceived) of risks due to lack of social distancing remains a challenge.  

 

 
 



 

Intentions Analysis 
 

The intentions analysis was broken down further between Owners, Leaders ( senior role 
with management / leadership responsibility) and Employees.  

Statement Owners Leaders Employees 

Borrow more money and continue 
restricting work 

8% 13% 24% 

Charge clients more to cover additional 
costs 

48% 36% 18% 

Streamline procedures to become more 
efficient 

84% 75% 73% 

Increase opening hours to spread the 
workload 

27% 21% 24% 

Reduce costs of staffing to match the 
workload 

60% 49% 38% 

Increasing remote or tele/ video 
consulting to increase income 

51% 59% 72% 

Do nothing different and manage as best 
you can  

13% 8% 15% 

 

This analysis clearly reinforces the areas of differences of opinion between employees and 
owners with reference to pursuing more borrowing, charging more for procedures and 
labour reductions.  

The owners were more inclined to reduce costs (labour) , increase fees and borrow less 
whereas the employees were more in favour of making some adjustments to labour , 
borrowing more and less supportive of fee increases. 

There was broad agreement on the need to improve efficiencies as a top priority. Remote 
consulting was more supported by employees than owners. No group appeared enthusiastic 
about increasing opening hours.  

 

 

 

 
 



Summary and Commentary 
If turnovers remain depressed and practices are incurring losses, then changes will need to 
be made to assure viability. Capacity issues can only be resolved by improving throughput or 
spreading the work over a longer opening times. 

Further work is required to resolve Social Distancing concerns as the volume of work 
increases.  

The costs of providing consultations have increased due to the increased time to undertake 
the work. Logically this then requires an increase in income per hour to cover these 
additional costs. Reducing labour will reduce costs but is already impacting on overall 
efficiencies. In the absence of further borrowing a combination of increasing efficiency, 
average transaction value or fees are the most effective ways to reduce continued losses  

Further open and transparent discussions are required to fully explore the most productive 
next steps for the practice teams.   

 

Further support and information from SPVS 
 Webinars and top tips on wellbeing, how to plan, improve profits and streamline 

operations 

 Access to Scenario Planner to help predict and plan for improved income by 
improving throughputs or fee adjustments 

 Meeting Templates to facilitate discussions and manage change within practice 
teams 

 

Further support and information from VMG 
 Business re-emergence manual to guide business response at each government alert 

level 

 Skills matrices for work force planning in case of furlough and redundancy 

 Peer to peer support network 

 Leading Change for Veterinary Leaders online CPD events. 

  

 

 


