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Spelling Success with 5 C’s
“Come talk to us ahead of time,” 
advised Shane Print, vice president 
and healthcare banking territory 
manager at PNC Bank. “Our goal is  
not simply to make a loan to someone. 
Our goal is to help them succeed in 
practice over time.” 

Print said he uses “5 C’s” when 
deciding whether to approve a 
veterinary practice loan: 

1   Character of the veterinarian 
wanting to start or buy a practice: 
“How has that individual handled 
their obligations historically, financial 
and otherwise? … It’s important 
that very early on they establish 
some kind of credit history.” 
Student loan debt is acceptable as 
long as payments are current, but 
personal bankruptcy, foreclosure, 
liens, and collections can be 
deal-breakers. (See Credit Score 
Breakdown, page 42.1)

2   Conditions: “How does this 
business perform through 
different economic cycles? ... Do 
you have the right strategic plan 
should the economy dip?”

3   Capacity: “The ability for a 
business to repay debt, whether 
you’re starting up or buying in. 
That will vary depending on the 
type of loan transaction.” To 
boost capacity, the new owner 
may continue to work in an 
existing practice for part of the 
week to earn supplemental 
income. 

4   Capital, including liquidity and 
personal assets: “What do they 
have that could provide support 
for the business, or a financial 
cushion, if things don’t go as 
planned?” 

Suzanne Smither 
Fort Lauderdale, Florida 

Practice ownership may seem like a long-term goal that new 

veterinarians can pursue only after paying off student loan debt. 

But several leading practice lenders told Veterinary Team Brief that 

they take the total financial picture into account and often approve 

applications despite significant loan debt. They also help newer 

veterinarians with decision-making and planning before the application 

process begins and offer ongoing education and support for 

successful practice management after financing is arranged.
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5   Collateral: Assets the practice or 
veterinarian could pledge as a 
secondary source of repayment if 
the practice stops generating 
cash flow.

Choosing the Right Practice
Live Oak Bank provides financing for 
practice acquisitions but not for 
start-ups. Brian Faulk, senior loan 
officer, encourages veterinarians to 
consider buying into a practice early in 
their career.

“Owning a practice is how they will 
leverage that DVM degree. … It’s about 
building equity,” he said. “Student loan 
debt is not that big a problem if you’re 
matched with the right practice,” one 
that fits “the veterinarian’s skill set, 
personal finances, and lifestyle.” 

Although “$230,000 in student loan 
debt would not disqualify” a veterinary 
borrower, personal bankruptcy would, 
Faulk said. “Many young veterinarians 
file for bankruptcy when they’re only 
$75,000 to $100,000 in debt,” he said, 
cautioning that this is a big mistake.  

an option in this case, "It is our opinion 
that the veterinarian should try to 
purchase a first practice in his or her 
name only."

First-time owners incur a lot of stress 
with their first venture, and partnerships 
can only add to that stress with 
divergent management options, he 
said. "A boat only needs one captain."

What Matters Most
Other factors are taken into account 
when financing a practice start-up or 
purchase for a veterinarian with student 
loan debt, according to Gavin Shea, 
senior director of sales and marketing 
for Wells Fargo practice financing. The 
most important considerations, he 
said, are “the monthly obligation rather 
than the amount of the balance” and 
whether the practice will improve the 
would-be owner’s total financial status.

A new veterinarian with a mortgage, 
car loan, and credit card and student 
loan debt would need a fairly high 
income to cover all those obligations, 
he explained, but one who has 
“accumulated student loan debt but 
been prudent with personal finances” 
might be a good candidate for practice 
ownership.

“We look at the whole picture. Student 
loan debt is a given. … A lot of doctors 

He advised veterinarians to “exhaust  
all means possible, including credit 
counseling and debt restructuring” to 
avoid this pitfall. Although personal 
bankruptcy disappears from credit 
reports in 7 years, he said, lenders ask 
if an applicant has ever taken this step. 

Faulk said that matching a veterinarian to 
the right practice is more than just a 
matter of finances. He visits every site 
under consideration before approving 
funding, he said, and also considers the 
aspiring owner’s background, personality, 
and desire for work–life balance. 

For example, the practice of an older 
veterinarian with a $1.2-million operation 
that generates $400,000 a year in 
bottom-line cash flow might seem like a 
good bet—except that the overworked 
veterinarian “doesn’t have a life.” 

However, he said, although a second 
veterinarian or partner may seem like 

“Our goal is not simply to 
make a loan to someone. 
Our goal is to help them 
succeed in practice over time.” 
—Shane Print, vice president & healthcare banking territory manager, PNC Bank

See Bridging the Gap 
Between Veterinary 
Medicine & Business,  
page 43, for 3 banks’ special 
learning and lending programs.

“Student loan debt is not that 
big a problem if you’re matched 
with the right practice … [that 
fits] the veterinarian’s skill set, personal 
finances, and lifestyle.” 

—Brian Faulk, senior loan officer, Live Oak Bank
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aggressively pay down debt as soon as 
possible, thinking that’s a requirement 
for practice ownership, but it’s the act 
of lowering your monthly payment that 
provides the traction for obtaining a 
loan from us.”

When evaluating an application to buy 
an existing practice, Shea said, he 

encourage newer veterinarians to start 
or buy a practice as early as possible 
and consider the purchase as a sound 
investment that can help them increase 
cash flow, build equity, and become 
debt-free more quickly. 

Editor’s note: Suzanne Smither has 30 years of 
journalism, editing, management, and research 
experience. Her writing has been published in 
numerous newspapers and periodicals, and she has 
written 6 books about cats.

Reference
1.  How to improve your credit score. Guina R; 

cashmoneylife; http://cashmoneylife.com/how-
can-i-improve-my-fico-credit-score/; accessed 
Apr 2015.
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“We look at the whole picture. 
Student loan debt is a given.” 

—Gavin Shea, senior director of sales and marketing, Wells Fargo

looks at “the last 3 years of historical 
cash flow of that practice,” giving “more 
weight to the most recent year and the 
trends of that practice.” For a start-up, 
he said, major considerations include 
an income projection for the first 12 
months in practice, and whether the 
prospective buyer is earning extra 
income as a relief or on-call veterinarian 
at another practice while starting his or 
her own practice.

Conclusion
Student loan debt is not insurmountable 
when considering buying a practice,  
all these lenders said. Instead, they 

http://cashmoneylife.com/how-can-i-improve-my-fico-credit-score/
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each summer, Trichel said. The next 2 
application deadlines are October 1, 
2015, and February 1, 2016.

PNC Solutions for  
Healthcare Professionals
PNC Bank’s program includes 
targeted banking tools to help 
practices optimize their cash flow and 
effectively manage their revenue cycle; 
a free quarterly Business Insights 
e-newsletter; and web seminars 
designed for veterinary practices.  

Wells Fargo’s Practice  
Success Program
Wells Fargo’s program offers free 
planning tools: its New Veterinarian 
Planner, which is a guide to define goals, 
develop a business plan, manage one’s 
financial profile, and prepare for practice 
ownership; and its Project Planner for 
practice owners anticipating expansion, 
remodeling, or relocation. 

The bank also provides tools for 
monitoring and managing practice 
growth, practice management articles 
and tip sheets, and referrals to 
veterinary industry professionals.

Suzanne Smither 
Fort Lauderdale, Florida 

Obtaining a start-up or acquisition 
loan is only the first step toward 
success as a veterinary practice 

owner. In the following 3 programs, 
banks work with veterinarians to foster 
long-term success.

Live Oak U
Running a practice requires business 
savvy and clinical skills, but “veterinary 
students typically have minimal 
exposure to business education,” said 
Jessica Trichel, DVM, educational 
outreach veterinarian at Live Oak 
Bank. “Our goal is to help teach the 
business part to interested students.”

Trichel shares her expertise via Live 
Oak U, which hosts a free 2-week 
program for students each summer at 
the bank’s headquarters in Wilmington, 
North Carolina. Working closely with 
the Veterinary Business Management 

BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN

Veterinary Medicine & Business
Association (VBMA), she also guest 
lectures at veterinary schools.

To run a successful practice, Trichel 
said, a veterinarian needs to understand 
how a website, social media, search 
engine optimization (SEO), a practice 
brand, and a personal brand impact his 
or her business. Practice owners also 
need to think in terms of “consistently 
delivering value the client can trust,” 
training team members to make a 
positive impression on clients, and 
developing a business and community 
marketing strategy, she said, because it 
can have a significant impact on the top 
and bottom lines of the practice.

Trichel said Live Oak U’s summer 
program helps veterinary students at 
any stage of their education understand 
the planning and effort practice 
ownership requires, and to answer the 
question, “Am I cut out for this?” 
Instruction includes a morning with Live 
Oak’s business consultant Carol Hart, 
DVM, who has practice management 
experience and a law degree. 

Live Oak U admits about 20 students 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION
about the programs these banks offer, visit:
•  Live Oak U: http://www.liveoakbank.com/live-oak-u/
•  PNC: https://www.pnc.com/en/small-business/industry-solutions/ 

solutions-for-healthcare-professionals.html#.html
•  Wells Fargo: https://practicefinance.wellsfargo.com/veterinarians/ 

practice-resources/practice-success-program.html

Jessical Trichel, DVM, educational outreach 
veterinarian, Live Oak Bank

http://www.vbma.biz/
http://www.vbma.biz/
http://www.liveoakbank.com/live-oak-u/
https://practicefinance.wellsfargo.com/veterinarians/practice-resources/practice-success-program.html
https://practicefinance.wellsfargo.com/veterinarians/practice-resources/practice-success-program.html
https://www.pnc.com/en/small-business/industry-solutions/
solutions-for-healthcare-professionals.html#.html

