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Summary

¢ In 2025, ACM conducts a market investigation into veterinary services for pets.

e This consultation memo explains why ACM investigates this market, what concerns and
possible market problems have come forward during the preliminary phase of the
investigation, what ACM will investigate, and how ACM will go about this.

e ACM invites stakeholders to respond to this memo using via
www.acm.nl/marketstudyvetclinics.

e Until 3 June 2025, you can submit your input regarding the research method and the
functioning of the market, and you can submit any recommendations for reducing or resolving
the market problems, if any.

Introduction

1. The Netherlands Authority for Consumers and Markets (ACM) is committed to ensuring that
markets work well for all people and businesses, now and in the future. As independent
regulator, ACM ensures fair competition, protects consumer interests, and regulates specific
sectors, such as energy, telecom, transport, and postal services. ACM does so by conducting
market investigations, among other actions."

2.  With market investigations, ACM is able to take a comprehensive look at the underlying causes
and effects of a market that may not be functioning properly, even without a suspicion of a
violation of the rules. If necessary, ACM can subsequently put forward solutions for improving
the functioning of this market. ACM has found indications that the market for veterinary services
for pets in the Netherlands is not functioning properly. For that reason, ACM in early February
announced it would launch a broad market investigation into vet clinics.?

3. In Chapter 1 (Background), it is described why ACM has launched this market investigation, and
what concerns and possible market problems came forward in a preliminary assessment of this
market. In Chapter 2 (Research methods), it is explained what ACM will investigate, and how
ACM will do this. In Chapter 3 (Possible directions for recommendations), ACM puts forward
several, very early-stage, possible directions for solutions and recommendations. Finally, in
Chapter 4 (Responding to the market investigation), it is explained how you can contribute to
this market investigation.

1 Background

4. More than half of all Dutch have a pet for which they care and which they consider to be an
important member of their families. Pet owners therefore generally wish to get their pets the

' ACM publishes ACM Procedure for market investigations (in Dutch. An English translation will be published later), 6
February 2025.
2 ACM in 2025 to launch five new broad investigations into market problems | ACM.nl, 5 February 2025.
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best possible care. Vets are professionals who work with passion and devotion to deliver the
best possible care and to make animals well again. The range of pet veterinary services has
grown. More and more options have become available, and, as a consequence, more and more
veterinary services are provided.

5. Over the past few years, ACM has received feedback from the public that the market for pet
veterinary services may not be functioning properly. Exploratory discussions that ACM held with
various businesses and organizations (including public ones) in the sector as well as reports
filed by consumers have revealed the following developments and concerns.®

e There are more and more pets in the Netherlands (especially after the Covid-19
pandemic) and pet owners increasingly see their animals as family members. As a
result, demand for veterinary services for pets has risen, as have the demands
that are placed on these services.

o The supply of vets and paravets continues to lag behind demand; there is a
shortage of vets and paravets. One reason seems to be the high workload, but also
because the profession itself is changing. More vets and paravets wish to work part-
time and do not wish to be on call every weekend and every night any longer. The
shortage is exacerbated by the high outflow of young vets, combined with the limited
inflow of graduates from the veterinary schools. This has been another cause for the
increased pressure on the profession. Furthermore, vets seem to be confronted more
often with intimidation and aggressive behavior. Recent media coverage also adds to
the pressure. As a result of shifting preferences (to experience less pressure, and
improve their work-life balance), vets are more often employed by vet clinics or chains,
and are less often owners of their own clinics.

e ACM has received reports about possible overtreatment (providing more medical
care than necessary) and unnecessary referrals to more specialist care. Higher
expectations of pet owners can play a role in that. Vets could decide for more
treatments or referrals out of fear for complaints and disciplinary actions, for example.
Also, certain strategies used by major chains of vet clinics could also add to that
dynamic, such as financial bonuses. There are concerns whether pet owners, in
consultation with their vets, are still able to opt for a less advanced treatment.

e Most reports that ACM has received come from consumers who were taken by
surprise by the high costs charged by their vets. A study commissioned by the
Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries, Food Security, and Nature (LVVN) has
revealed that prices have risen significantly over the past few decades,* at least so in
emergency care. Causes that are identified in the study are the major changes in
supply and demand (as described above) in combination with the professionalization
wave and increased costs for vet clinics. In addition, it may well be the case that vet
clinics have earned higher profits. However, that has not been studied. Another reason
for the fact that consumers are taken by surprise by the high costs at the vet clinic can
be that pet owners underestimate the costs of veterinary services. As a result of these
higher prices, veterinary services for their pets have become no longer affordable for
some pet owners. This can have major consequences for the well-being of people and
animals.

3 These developments and concerns have not been further investigated by ACM. The research methods are discussed in
Chapter 2.

4 Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries, Food Security and Nature (LVVN) wishes to have more transparency in prices for
emergency veterinary services for pets | Press release of the Dutch central government (in Dutch), 3 April 2025.
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¢ In addition, ACM has received reports about price intransparency, meaning that it is
not always clear to consumers in advance what the vet clinic costs will be for the
treatments for their pets. Various aspects can play a role in that context. For example,
treatments are often complex, and prices depend on different factors. That makes it
possibly difficult to give an estimate of the costs in advance. The high workload
experienced by vets can also be a compounding factor: there is less time to discuss in
advance the different treatment options and their cost estimates. However, even for
common treatments such as vaccinations, neutering, or regular consultations, a price
overview (online or offline) is often not available in advance. In this context, ACM notes
that improved price transparency regarding prices and treatments do not necessarily
lead to better choices made by pet owners in all situations. After all, pet owners
sometimes need to make difficult and emotionally charged decisions under time
pressure.

e  Other reports are about the lack of options for pet owners and thus, about the lack of
competition between vet clinics. The rise of and acquisitions made by large vet-clinic
chains may play a big part in this. Although ACM monitors and assesses acquisitions
with the aim of preventing market power, ACM is not authorized to assess acquisitions
that do not exceed the turnover thresholds for merger control.® As a result, smaller
acquisitions of vet clinics (mostly regional ones) by chains mostly stay under the radar.®
The concerns about a lack of options are the greatest in emergency care. As vets less
and less often operate emergency hours (evenings and weekends), and independent
clinics are more and more often closed outside of regular working hours, more and
more referrals are given to veterinary hospitals and/or central emergency locations of
larger chains.

e There are also concerns that larger chains are pursuing, more so than other clinics, the
aim to earn profits. ACM has received reports about price increases following an
acquisition of a vet clinic by a larger chain. Moreover, the aim to earn profits can lead to
tensions between management and on-site employees.

¢ Compared with medical care for humans, it is notable that medical care (veterinary
services) for pets is less regulated and that a pet insurance is not mandatory. Few
people opt for an insurance and not all vet-clinic costs are always covered by the
insurance. It is debatable whether pet insurances could play a role, and whether these
could help towards the functioning of the market.

e Finally, there are concerns that major chains are active in offering related products
and services for pets such as medication, nutrition, and cremations, possibly
without consumers being aware of this. Providers can tie products and services
together and sell these jointly, as a result of which it is harder for pet owners to switch
to a competitor.

6. The above concerns and reports are all linked together and enhance each other. With this
market investigation, ACM wishes to determine whether these concerns are found more widely
in the sector, and whether they indicate structural problems in the market. In that context, it is

5 Businesses must notify (in Dutch) ACM of a merger, acquisition or joint venture if 2 conditions are met:

i) the businesses involved in the concentration have a combined global turnover of 150 million euros or higher; and,

ii) at least two of the businesses involved in the concentration each has an annual turnover of 30 million euros or higher in
the Netherlands.

8 Blog Martijn Snoep: Small mergers, big problems | ACM.nl, 6 November 2023.
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critical to look at the market from a broader perspective, and to investigate and discuss different
aspects. The abovementioned concerns and developments also have the full attention of the
media, lawmakers, and professionals in the sector itself. The Ministry of LVVN has asked ACM
to conduct an investigation into the competitive landscape in the vet-clinic market as well as into
the consumer’s perspective.” Earlier this year, ACM announced that it would launch this
independent market investigation.®

2 Research methods

Objective, definition, and planning

7. ACM cannot investigate all possible problems in the market for veterinary services for all types
of animals. That is why ACM defines the market: ACM investigates the veterinary services for
pets.® In this context, ACM focuses on investigating possible market problems, and on putting
forward possible recommendations that tie in with its role as competition authority, seeking to
ensure that markets function well.

8. ACM seeks to publish a draft report with its findings by the end of 2025. This planned timeline is
also taken into account in the research method. Stakeholders will have the opportunity to
respond to the findings as well as to any recommendations in the draft report, as they have with
this publication. ACM will subsequently study this input and incorporate it into the final version of
the report. ACM has also explained this in its Procedure for market investigations.'®

Possible market problems that ACM will investigate

9. As described in Chapter 1, several developments and concerns have come forward during the
preliminary phase of this market investigation. The way in which pet owners are able to make
choices, and the information that they can use in that process are important elements thereof.
The decision-making process can sometimes be emotional, takes place under time pressure,
and, sometimes, few alternatives are available (for example, if emergency services are
needed). Treatments are often complex, and consumers usually have considerably less
knowledge of treatment options than do vets."" In such situations, consumers may act less
rationally, and may become dependent on the options and explanations given by the vet clinic.

10. When consumers have fewer options to choose from, have less information about those options
or are less able to actually use that information in their decision-making process, there is a risk
that the market will function less well. In that situation, the consumer’s decision-making process
does not incentivize the provider to make a good offer, meaning, for example, a lower price or a
detailed explanation of less expensive treatment options. This is known as ‘market power'.
However, whether a situation with market power actually leads to, for example, higher prices or
reduced quality also depends on other factors. Other factors also influence the offer made by
the vet clinic, such as the motivation to help animals and pet owners, industry standards and/or

7 Letter to the Dutch House of Representatives regarding ACM’s announcement of a market investigation into veterinary
services for pets | press release of the Dutch central government (in Dutch), 5 February 2025. And Ministry of Agriculture,
Fisheries, Food Security and Nature (LVVN) wishes to have more transparency in prices for emergency veterinary services
for pets | Press release of the Dutch central government (in Dutch), 3 April 2025.

8 ACM publishes ACM Procedure for market investigations (in Dutch. An English translation will be published later), 6
February 2025.

9 Also called ‘domestic animals’. Medical care for ponies, horses, and agricultural animals fall outside the scope of this
definition.

©° ACM publishes ACM Procedure for market investigations (in Dutch. An English translation will be published later), 6
February 2025.

" For pet owners, it is difficult to properly assess the properties and quality of any treatment, even after that treatment has
been given (health care is a type of ‘credence good’).
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11.

regulation, the exercise of the vet's professional duties, the type of business, and the way in
which that businesses sets its prices.

ACM has drawn up hypotheses, which describe why the market for veterinary services for pets
may not be working properly:

e (1) The decision-making process and the weak information position of
consumers reduce competition. Consumers have less information or are not capable,
due to the emotional situation or time pressure, of using the available information in
their choice for a vet clinic or treatment. This has two possible, undesirable effects.
First, pet owners may end up with a vet clinic or treatment that is suboptimal. Second,
competition is reduced, because businesses experience fewer incentives to charge
less for a treatment or to offer a different, less expensive, treatment.

e (2) The lack of options of vet clinics in people’s own areas reduces competition.
Consumers need to travel farther for a vet clinic, especially for emergency services
outside regular working hours. If there are fewer vet clinics in the area, there is less of
an incentive to make a good offer, as a result of which a relatively high price or an
unnecessary (often expensive) treatment can be offered.

e Each of these hypotheses (1 and 2) can result in the vet clinic having the opportunity to
charge a relatively high price or to offer an unnecessary (often expensive) treatment.
However, the business operations and strategies of vet clinics can also play a
mitigating (meaning positive) or actually an aggravating (meaning negative) role in this
process. The rise of large chains has paved the way for new business models and
strategies, which can have a positive or negative effect on the functioning and outcome
of the market:

+ Positive: Larger chains are able to gain cost advantages, for example
through economies of scale. In addition, they are able to bring in
innovations, which reduce the costs of treatments, increase quality, and offer
consumers more information and treatment options, and therefore an
improved choice.

+ Positive: Due to their scale, larger chains are able to offer emergency
services (centralized or otherwise) outside regular working hours, which
otherwise would not have existed.

+ Positive: Chains are able to offer more options for paid employment and
part-time jobs, thereby keeping the profession attractive for vets and
paravets.

- Negative: A strategy that is more aimed at profit maximization results in
opportunities to charge relatively higher prices or to offer more treatments
(often unnecessary ones) being actually taken up.

- Negative: A strategy aimed at profit maximization of the entire holding to
which the chain belongs can lead to crowding-out effects and switching
barriers in markets (adjacent or otherwise) with other products and services
for pets such as medication, nutrition, and cremations. This can lead to
higher prices or reduced quality in those markets.
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- Negative: A strategy aimed at acquisitions leads to fewer options in the
area, and to providers gaining market power.

12. These hypotheses offer guidance for ACM’s market investigation. ACM will investigate the
breadth of the available and actually perceived options, whether and how consumers gather
information, and whether they are able to and wish to use that information in their choice for a
vet clinic or treatment. In addition, ACM will investigate what role the vet clinic’s business
operations and strategies play in this process. Finally, ACM will investigate whether there are
any opportunities for improvement.

13. Given the above-described hypotheses, ACM in its market investigation focuses on the
following three topics:

1) The decision-making process and information position of consumers;
2) Options for consumers in the area;

3) The business operations and strategies of providers.

14. Figure 1 shows the research methods that ACM will use in its investigation of the three topics.

Figure 1: Research topics and methods

1) Decision-making 2) Options for 3) Business operations
process and consumers in the area and strategies of
information position providers
tiepositie van
Behavioral study among pet owners and vets conducted by a research firm

Request for information among providers, insurers, and other relevant organizations

In-depth discussions with providers, vets, experts, and other parties involved

Consulting and analyzing existing studies and registers

A map with vet clinics in the Netherlands, including type of care and opening hours

Regional case study into 1) the effects of acquisitions or 2) price differences
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3 Possible directions for recommendations

15. On the basis of the hypotheses in Chapter 2 and the research methods in Figure 1 on the
previous page, ACM will investigate the functioning of the market. ACM’s objective is to make
recommendations on the basis of this investigation for reducing or resolving any problems in
this market. These recommendations can be for the Dutch legislature, other regulators,
organizations, businesses, and consumers.

16. ACM finds it important that, together with vet clinics, trade associations, pet owners, and
policymakers, discussions are held, at an early stage already, about recommendations that can
improve the functioning of the market. That is why ACM has formulated possible directions for
recommendations. In that context, ACM looked into previous studies on veterinary services for
pets in the Netherlands'? as well as in other countries."® In addition, ACM took into
consideration its preliminary assessment of the market, as well as its real-world experience of
market investigations in general. These directions do not restrict ACM in its market
investigations: ACM emphasizes that it is open to directions that are not mentioned below.
Possible directions are:

¢ Increased transparency regarding prices and treatments, and improved provision of
information to pet owners from clinics and vets, for example through an obligation to
publish prices and to participate in online price comparisons.

o Expanding the range of duties for paravets, expanding the enrollment cap at veterinary
schools, and creating a vocational track (in addition to the academic ones).

e Standardization of treatments and protocols so that it becomes easier to compare
prices, treatments, and clinics.

¢ Changing the rules governing veterinary services for pets, or sector-specific regulation,
for example, targeting emergency services or cremations.

e Promoting new, regional collaborations for emergency services, whether or not
supplemented with measures that protect consumers in vulnerable positions
(emergency services for their pets).

¢ An exploration of the functioning of the insurance market: exploring whether a greater
role for pet insurances is possible.

e Price caps (temporary or permanent) on products and services that are offered in
emergency situations.

e Exploration of a possible role for supplementary channels for dispute settlement.

17. ACM emphasizes that the above directions are possible directions for recommendations, which
have not yet been examined. ACM welcomes any opinions about the above directions as well
as about any other directions for recommendations that have not yet been mentioned.

12 | etter to the Dutch House of Representatives on price trends in the veterinary services sector | press release of the Dutch
central government (in Dutch), 3 April 2025, and the accompanying studies of Ecorys and Wageningen University &
Research. Letter to the Dutch House of Representatives on vets | press release of the Dutch central government (in
Dutch)23 December 2022, and the accompanying studies of Berenschot and SEO.

'3 Vets market investigation: Remedies working paper, 1 May 2025, Competition & Markets Authority (United Kingdom).
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Responding to the market investigation into veterinary
services for pets

. ACM wishes to carry out the investigation into the functioning of the market for veterinary
services for pets in a careful and transparent manner. In that context, ACM finds it important to
take into account the views of all stakeholders.

ACM therefore invites stakeholders to respond to this memo. Stakeholders include pet owners
as well as businesses and other organizations in the sector. Think of vets, paravets, and other
professionals that are active in veterinary services for pets. ACM will take into account all
responses as much as possible in its research methods insofar these responses contribute to
those methods and fit within the investigation’s planned lead time.

As stakeholder, you can submit, for example, suggestions and comments about:

o The research methods, and make suggestions for relevant data sources;

e The functioning of the market for veterinary services for pets, as well as possible
problems;

e Recommendations for reducing or resolving any problems in this market.

You can obviously decide yourself which parts of this memo you wish to respond to. If you do,
please write your response and suggestions as clearly and concisely as possible, and please
substantiate these with facts as much as possible (if possible with references to sources). If you
wish, you can include documents that support your response.

Responses from businesses/organizations are, in principle, published in full and with the name
of the organization on ACM’s website. If you submit a response as an independent professional,
you can indicate in the form whether you wish to have your response published on ACM’s
website. Responses from pet owners are not published.

You have until 3 June 2025 to respond to this memo. You can do so by using this form:
www.acm.nl/marketstudyvetclinics.

C

y

(o]

Prevent publication of confidential information
ACM plans to publish on its website the responses from businesses and organizations to this

from the sector and how any changes to the research methods have come about. That is why

If you as a business or organization do wish to share confidential information with ACM, please

onsultation. In this way, ACM wishes to be as transparent as possible regarding the opinions

ou need to make sure that your response does not contain any confidential information.

ontact ACM by sending an email to: marktonderzoekdierenartsen@acm.nl

8/8


http://www.acm.nl/marketstudyvetclinics
mailto:marktonderzoekdierenartsen@acm.nl

	Market investigation into veterinary services for pets
	1 Background
	2 Research methods
	3 Possible directions for recommendations
	4 Responding to the market investigation into veterinary services for pets

