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In an effort to better prepare veterinary medical students for early practice ownership, the School of Veterinary Medicine and the E. J. Ourso College of Business at Louisiana State University offers a  fourth year elective course involving the evaluation of local private practices. The purpose of this elective is to provide the veterinary medical student with hands-on experience in evaluating a successful clinical practice and then develop a written business plan and marketing plan for the practice.  The student gains valuable information about practice economics, management decisions, and marketing while the practice benefits from receiving a tailor-made written business and marketing plan for their use.

The idea about offering a practice evaluation course came about because the E. J. Ourso College Business  had been offering a business evaluation course for their undergraduate students  through support from the Small Business Administration (SBA).  This course allowed business majors to review the economics and general management of ongoing local businesses.  Most of these businesses were product oriented and provided the business student with insight into running a small retail business.

In 1991, I contacted Mr. Charles F. D’Agostino,  Director of  Louisiana State University’s Business and Technology Center (BTC) to inquire about his interest in doing joint evaluations of Veterinary practices using business students and veterinary medical students.  This would allow business students to gain experience in evaluating a professional service business, in addition to the retail, product oriented businesses.  It would also allow veterinary medical students to obtain some business skills through association with business students. The idea was strongly supported by the BTC, but did not work well due to scheduling problems between the two student groups during the semester.  Veterinary medical students wanted to work at night (because they had clinical assignments during the day), and the business students wanted to work during the day between classes.  The anticipated synergism did not occur and some frustration was experienced by everyone.

The learning curve was quite high during the first year, but the end result was promising if better coordination could be developed.  The veterinary medical students seemed pleased with the amount and type of information they were exposed to, and the practitioners appreciated an outside practice evaluation and written report.  Changes in the course that were made based on the observations of the first year included: limiting the course to summer and fall semesters; (veterinary students were too busy with board examinations and job interviews in the spring semester); excluding the undergraduate business students and using MBA graduate students as mentors ; condensing the course from a semester to a ( week full-time elective block offered in June and September; and requiring the students to work at the BTC rather than in the teaching hospital.  Once these changes were made in the course organization, the level of frustration was greatly reduced.

During the past 16 years, approximately 58 practices have been evaluated exposing some students to the process of developing a business and marketing plan.  The quality of the written reports has been excellent, and the course has resulted in many positive changes being made in local practices.  An unexpected benefit of the course has been the development of stronger professional relationships between the practices and the School (University).

Several students who have completed the course have now purchased or started their own practices.  Several of these practices have now been evaluated and the real value of the evaluation expressed to the students. Regular feedback from these former students has been very encouraging.  They have expressed how important it was for them to know how to review and evaluate an existing practice for possible purchase or develop a plan to start a new practice. The process also gets them to thinking about their own economic situation and allows them to develop a personal financial plan for debt retirement. Each year, approximately 10 to 16 students have elected this course from classes of 70 to 85 students.  The course is only recommended for students who anticipate practice ownership within 2 to 5 years of graduation.

The feedback from practitioners has been very supportive following the evaluation process.  However, most practitioners are initially reluctant to become involved due to two concerns: 1) releasing very confidential and sensitive financial information, and 2) fear of a white glove inspection and an ivory tower attitude from the evaluators about their practice.  Both of these fears have never been a problem.  Practitioners who have been through the process now encourage their colleagues to participate.  This has resulted in a waiting list of practitioners who want to be involved. The appreciation of the evaluation by owners has also resulted in the re-evaluation ( up to 4 times ) of over 20 practices. Strict confidentiality and a common sense/practical approach to the evaluation are absolute requirements of this process.

Practice evaluations result in different findings and recommendations based on the strengths and weaknesses of each practice.  Practitioners become involved for different reasons, and each has a unique set of personal needs.  Examples of reasons that practitioners want an evaluation are to obtain help with personnel morale problems, develop an incentive pay plan, facility remodeling, sale of the practice ( or relocation ), improving inventory control, purchase of an additional practice, expansion of gross/net income, staff support expansion, and development of new professional and/or non-professional services.  The unique needs of each practice are carefully considered, as the business/marketing plan is developed.

The final written report to the practitioner contains the following information: 1) Executive Summary; 2) Introduction (business history, business descriptions, and future plans); 3) Marketing (services, target market, fee schedules, promotion, competition); 4) Management (goals and objectives, personnel, organization structures, practice policies, insurances, legal issues); 5) Quality Assurance (employee policies to promote quality, client policies); 6) Financial Information (current loans, equity, projected cash flow, pro-forma income statement, pro-forma balance sheets, break-even analysis; 7) List of Specific Recommendations; and 8) An appendix of all reference materials.  The practice analysis is fairly specific and always covers the eight listed areas above.  

Examples of recommendations that have been made include: development of specific written job descriptions; purchase of new or improved utilization of current veterinary management software; institution of regular and productive practice meetings; increase inventory turn over rate; expand client services; remodel reception and examination areas to improve perception and efficiency; develop a mission statement supported by specific goals; institute a regular employee evaluation system; develop an employee incentive pay plan; provide professional uniforms for all staff members; hire more certified veterinary technicians and/or improve their utilization; expand hospital hours without increasing the veterinarian owner’s work schedule; institute regular cost of living fee adjustments, develop a practice procedures manual, etc.  Each recommendation is accompanied with background data, specific steps to be taken to implement the action and reference materials found in the appendix of the report.

Participating practitioners usually report surprise at the number of  recommendations which are provided to improve their specific practice.  The recommendations are usually limited to 8 to 10 items.  Listing more items only causes confusion, which leads to few changes being made.  When the recommended changes are implemented, the results have been very encouraging.  Follow-up contact with the practice by the instructor encourages compliance with the recommendations and allows additional questions to be answered.

One practitioner related to me about one year after the evaluation, that he would not have believed the changes made would work so well.  His practice had grown, his staff were again motivated, and he and his staff had all increased practice quality and their incomes.  In fact, he took me out to the parking lot to show me the new car he had purchased because it was the first new car he had ever bought with cash!
Practice evaluations appear to be helpful to the practitioners and students, but they are also helpful to the course instructor and  institution.  I gain great pleasure in watching an insecure student develop into a confident consultant during the course of ( weeks! The entire course is taught by the instructors acting as consultants with both students and practitioners.  The end result is a positive learning environment where student, practitioner, and instructor all learn.  This has been a true win-win-win situation. 
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