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This research report has been prepared for the Royal College of 
Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) by Sally Williams and Andrew Smith of 
Andrew Smith Research. It is part of the RCVS First-Rate Regulator 
initiative, which seeks to deliver improvements across the 
organisation to ensure that it is regulating as effectively as 
possible. 
 
The RCVS has sought to understand how it is perceived by 
veterinary surgeons, veterinary nurses and practice managers. The 
RCVS has over 20,000 registered veterinary surgeons, 10,700 
registered veterinary nurses and there are around 5,300 practice 
premises, of which just under half are accredited under the RCVS 
Practice Standards Scheme.  
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Key messages 
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Key messages 

1. The College represents very different audiences. Veterinary surgeons (VS) and nurses (VN) differ 

markedly as groups demographically and in their expectations of the RCVS. 

2. The Practice Standards Scheme covers 56% of practices – and far fewer very small practices. 

Getting more on board is considered helpful to boost standards, which all want. 

3. The professions want the RCVS to perform better in a number of areas, especially: promoting the 

professions externally, providing informed advice, and protecting animal welfare. There is a 

general expectation that the RCVS should have a broader remit. 

4. The RCVS is not widely considered to be ‘in touch’ with clinical practice, nor staffed by enough 

people with recent ‘front line’ experience. The Council is seen as ‘old school’. 

5. Complaint handling is regarded as thorough, but too slow and in need of modernising. More 

contact and assessment by email/video conferencing is sought, to minimise the stress. 

6. RCVS staff are considered to be polite and professional, but quite often poorly informed and 

unable to help (especially on professional conduct/complaints enquiries). 

7. More than half use the website infrequently or not at all. Those who do, rate it positively. 

Respondents identified a need to improve navigation and topical feature content. 

8. The main suggested priorities are addressing public image, engagement and communication, and 

being more in touch/modern. 
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Key differences between the professions                                                             

 6 in 10 male; very wide age range 

 1 in 7 no longer practicing and a further 1 in 7 
practice overseas  

 Of those working, 7 in 10 work at a practice 

 Mostly small or mixed practices, in urban or 
semi-urban areas 

 Perceive RCVS more for complaints, maintaining 
educational standards & external promotion 

 UK practicing vets aged 25-65 are the least 
supportive/positive – on many measures 

 As a whole are more negative and likely to want 
change, especially engagement with members 

 Significantly more negative about RCVS Council 
than veterinary nurses 

 Over 1 in 20 faced a complaint in recent years; 
mixed reactions about RCVS’s performance & 
processes 

 Receive more RCVS communications about 
professional conduct 

 Almost all female; over 80% under 45 

 All UK based, and currently working 

 8 in 10 at a clinical practice 

 Rarely work at large animal/equine practices; 
almost all work at small/mixed animal practices 

 Perceive RCVS more for maintaining a register 
of who can practice, and animal welfare 

 Are more positive about the RCVS on a wide 
variety of measures 

 Very rarely complained about to RCVS 

 Receive more RCVS communications about 
education and training, and registration 

 Use the RCVS website more widely and often, 
and rate it somewhat more highly 

Veterinary nurses Veterinary surgeons 
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 Research objectives 
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Research objectives – as explained to those asked for help 
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Main survey topics 

 Understand perceptions of what the RCVS is and does, and its value to the professions 

 

 Where it should focus energy 

 

 Its role as a regulator, and other roles 

 

 Whether it lives up to its stated values 

 

 How it deals with complaints about veterinary surgeons and nurses 

 

 How effectively it communicates with ‘members’ 

 

 Website use and engagement 

 

 Sub-group variation, especially between veterinary surgeons and nurses  
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Method and sample 

 All 21,500 veterinary surgeons and nurses, plus to 3,000 practices (targeting practice 

managers) were invited (by email) to complete a 10 minute online survey 

 The survey was also publicised on the RCVS website, in a press release, and using social 

media (Twitter) 

 Three reminder emails were sent out over the survey period 

 About 20 paper survey requests were made and completed 

 The survey was in the field for 6 weeks (28 November 2012 – 7 January 2013) 

 In total 4,897 responses were received – a very robust sample base indeed, 

representing around 20% of all invited 

 About 80% of those starting the survey finished it, and 20% part completed it 

 Response was strongest from veterinary surgeons, and weaker from veterinary nurses 

and practice managers (although difficult to know exactly how many dedicated practice 

managers there are). 
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Survey outputs 

 

 This charted report – summarises the main findings & conclusions 

 

 A detailed data report – containing all questions and a wide range of sub-group 

statistical comparisons 

 

 An Excel verbatim answers database – containing all open text responses, which can be 

filtered by key variables (e.g. practice type) 
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 Profile of respondents 
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Survey response was dominated by veterinary surgeons and nurses  
NB nurses are under-represented, and relatively few practice managers and students took part  

(should be remembered when looking at total sample results) 

Q1. Base: all answering (4,897) 
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There is a clear male majority amongst veterinary surgeons;  
almost all nurses and most practice managers are female 

Q1. Base: all answering (4,897) 
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The age profile of the 3 main career groups is also very different; 
veterinary nurses especially are a lot younger 

Q1. Base: all answering (4,897) 
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Most are UK practicing;  
15% work overseas and 17% are non practicing 

Q2. Base: all veterinary surgeons (3,628) 
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Regional spread of those working in the UK 

Q6. Base: all working in the UK (3,534) 



17 

The majority work at a clinical practice,  
although almost 3 in 10 work somewhere else 

Q7. Base: all working (4,171) 
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The great majority of vet practices are small animal,  
although 1 in 5 are mixed 

Q8. Base: all working in a clinical practice (2,959) 
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The survey represented a very wide spread of practices by size  
The great majority of practices employ veterinary nurses. NB several veterinary surgeons also report that they 

work as locums at a variety of different sized practices, and that this is becoming more common. 

Q9-10. Base: all working at a clinical practice (2,959) 
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Most practices serve urban or semi-urban areas 

Q11. Base: all working at a clinical practice (2,947) 
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In total, 56% of practices report being part of the Practice 
Standards Scheme; 33% are not and 10% don’t know  

The larger the practice, the more likely it is that it will be part of the Scheme 

Q12. Base: all working at a clinical practice (2,947) 



22 

 Perceptions of the RCVS 
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Verbatim database of text answers  
This is a very illuminating tool, which can be used to compare typical comments by sub-group  
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Words/adjectives used to describe the RCVS  
The word cloud below pulls out the most prominent words, with size of font representing the strength of 

association. See the text answer database (Q13) for further answers.  

Q13 Base: all answering (4,897) 
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Upholding standards and maintaining the registers  
are seen as the main RCVS functions  

 

Q14. Base: all answering (4,244) 
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Areas where the RCVS could perform better: promoting the 
profession externally, providing advice, and animal welfare 

Q15. Base: all answering (4,059) 
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The RCVS is perceived as professional, commanding respect  
and with a good international reputation  

Other desirable characteristics gain more muted agreement 

Q16. Base: all answering (3,988) 
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Veterinary nurses are more supportive of the RCVS than are 
veterinary surgeons on a range of key measures 

Veterinary nurses – total agree % Veterinary surgeons – total agree 
% 

It is highly professional 75% 63% 

Its processes reflect best practice 50% 39% 

Council members understand the 
challenges of modern veterinary 
work 

44% 30% 

It speaks out on animal welfare 
issues 

37% 33% 

I feel I can approach the 
organisation 

49% 42% 

Q16. Base: all answering (3,988) 



29 

Most believe the RCVS lives up to its six stated values  
However, 1 in 4 think the RCVS is NOT forward thinking, and 1 in 5 think it is NOT open or understanding – 

these are relatively high proportions 

Q17. Base: all answering (3,942) 
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Words that best describe how the professions feel about the RCVS  
The choice provided was limited, however ‘respect’ comes out highest, whilst over 1 in 5 chose ‘remote’ 

Q18. Base: all answering (3,932) 
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Words that best describe how the professions feel about the RCVS  
As elsewhere on the survey, veterinary surgeons are more negative than nurses 

Q18. Base: all answering (3,932) 
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 Complaint handling 
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Over 1 in 20 have had a complaint made about them to the RCVS  
This represents about 200 respondents, mostly veterinary surgeons 

Q19. Base: all answering (3,929) 



34 

Those who have been complained about report very mixed 
experiences of how it was handled by the RCVS  

One third regard speed of handling as poor; 1 in 5 regard resolution ability as poor 

Q20-21. Base: all complained against in last 2 years (202) 
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RCVS complaint handling staff widely considered to be professional, 
but also quite often cold, superior and unhelpful  

Q22. Base: all complained against in last 2 years (198) 



36 

Example issues highlighted (see database – Q23) 

‘The RCVS dealt with the complaint and dismissed and then informed me. The 

letter was helpful, balanced, and well informed’ 

‘Whilst I recognise and understand the RCVS must respond to complaints I 

found the whole process daunting. I was given little time to present my side of 

the situation whilst the RCVS was able to take as long as it wanted’ 

‘The RCVS were remote and gave the impression of favouring the complainant.  Personal 

contact from an early stage to communicate the likely seriousness would be helpful’ 

‘Thoroughly investigated and very transparent.  Process seemed extremely drawn out and 

only resolved 4 months from the first complaint by our client to the RCVS  This may be 

perfectly acceptable in legal circles but was quite a drain on our team’ 

Q23. Base: all complained against in last 2 years (202) 

‘Wholly biased in favour of the complainant.  The RCVS could not disguise 

their distress that they could not take the complaint further’ 

‘I thought the final response to the complaint rather beat-about-the-bush. It left me feeling that 

the primary interest was in being seen to pursue a process so that all parties felt 'listened to' 

rather than a pursuit of the truth’ 
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Summary of the complaint handling process  
and how it could be improved  

The word cloud below pulls out the most prominent words, with size of font representing the strength of 
association. Word clouds give a very top-line view of the ideas emerging, and not all words will be meaningful 

Q23. Base: all complained against in last 2 years (202) 
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A more detailed reading indicates that a faster process, aided by 
more modern technology to reduce the stress of facing a complaint, 

are the main areas for improvement  
The example below illustrates the point 

 

Q23 

‘An assistant had a complaint against him last year that went to the disciplinary prelim 

investigation - the RCVS was very helpful when I called them for advice but my 

assistant was very upset and stressed by the length of time the investigation took. He 

was cleared of any professional misconduct but we could nearly have lost a very good 

member of the profession; he was so stressed by the whole affair he was seriously 

thinking of quitting. If I had been in his shoes I would have been stressed. I understand 

the need to investigate thoroughly but surely in the days of email, video conferences, 

etc, these can be dealt with more quickly, even if we have to pay a little more on our 

subs to cover the cost of the committee’s time in doing so?’ 
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The majority are satisfied with the RCVS complaints process 
One third are dissatisfied. The length of process seems to be the main issue 

Q24. Base: all complained against in last 2 years (199) 
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 Communications and 
customer service 
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Just under half have communicated with the RCVS over the last year 
 Similar contact for veterinary surgeons and nurses; about 3 in 4 practice managers have been in touch  

Q25. Base: all responding (3,726) 
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Most contact the RCVS using email or telephone 

Q26. Base: all contacting the RCVS in the last year or so (1,636)) 
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Most contacts with the RCVS are for advice on registration,   
education and training  

Q27. Base: all contacting the RCVS in the last year or so (1,633) 
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Customer service: speed of response is usually considered to be 
excellent or good, although 1 in 8 rate as poor  

 

Q28. Base: all contacting the RCVS in the last year or so (1,633) 
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Customer service: ability to solve the problem or issue  
Broadly satisfactory, but 1 in 6 rate this as poor – this was more common when the enquiry  

concerned professional conduct or a complaint  

Q29. Base: all contacting the RCVS in the last year or so (1,630) 
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Customer service: attitude and ability  
Staff are perceived as being highly professional, courteous and helpful.  

Around 1 in 10 perceived staff as being unable to help or uncomfortable to deal with 

Q30. Base: all contacting the RCVS in the last year or so (1,630) 
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Customer service: overall satisfaction  
The majority are fairly satisfied (3 in 4) or very satisfied with the handling of their enquiry  

About 1 in 4 are dissatisfied 

Q31. Base: all contacting the RCVS in the last year or so (1,629 
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Examples – positive feedback (see database – Q32) 

‘They are geared up to help not hinder. That makes me feel positive about going 

forward to them with an issue. I wouldn't be scared of discussing anything with them.’ 

‘Always nice to know you can talk to somebody when advice is needed.’ 

‘They took the time to weigh up all the issues related to my request for guidance before 

coming back to me.’ 

‘I had a lot of dealings with RCVS and was very pleased with the professional way the 

organisation worked.’  

Q32. Base: all contacting the RCVS in the last year or so (1,636) 

‘Some individual employees of the RCVS usually in less senior positions are very 

helpful and courteous.’ 

‘Phone answered promptly, transferred quickly, problem understood and again transferred 

quickly. My problem was solved quickly and well’ 
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Customer service: best attributes 
See the text answer database.  

The word cloud below pulls out the most prominent words, with size of font  
representing the strength of the association  

 

Q32. Base: all contacting the RCVS in the last year or so (1,636) 
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Examples – areas for customer service improvement (database – Q33) 

‘RCVS is magnificently unaware of veterinary practice in the UK. Employing only those who 

are not members of the profession as staff at RCVS does not help this ignorance.’ 

‘They could be more polite on the telephone. Several very snooty people who didn’t 

seem to want to give me time to explain my problem. Very frustrating!’ 

‘Present less of an intimidating front to vets. Make sure your contact with veterinary students 

does not leave them fearing you rather than how you would prefer to be viewed.’ 

Q33. Base: all contacting the RCVS in the last year or so (1,636) 

‘Managing calls outside office hours. Proactive rather than reactive. More transparency.’ 

‘Having to request the same bank information each year to make sure it hasn't changed for 

my retention fee was irritating. Being told it would cost me money to do this was even 

worse & blatantly wrong! I do note that they have finally provided this information so less of 

a gripe now.’ 

‘I had forgotten to pay my registration fee and reminders had been sent to my old place of 

work. These had not been forwarded on to me. Even though the fault mainly lay with me, 

the people I spoke to were very unforgiving, rude and short with me…The attitude of the 

staff needs to be improved.’ 
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Confidence in reporting a concern about professional conduct  
to the RCVS for investigation  

Fewer than 3 in 10 are completely happy to do so; most have reservations.  
Practice managers are less hesitant about doing so 

Q34. Base: all answering (3,884) 
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Use of the RCVS website in the past year  
About 1 in 4 visit the website every month or more, and almost half at least every three months.  

Almost 3 in 10 never use the website 

Q35. Base: all answering (3,884) 
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Main attributes of the RCVS website  
Content is well rated, as is relevance and being up to date.  

Ease of navigation is least well rated – about 1 in 6 users say navigation is poor 

Q36. Base: all who have used the RCVS website at all in the past year (2,769) 
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Changes needed for the RCVS to become a First Rate Regulator  
This open text question has been analysed in detail and the main themes grouped. The suggestions are very wide 

ranging, but the most prominent themes address public image, engagement and communication,  
as well as being more ‘in touch’ and modern 

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

3% 

3% 

4% 

9% 

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 

Have more practitioners in the governing body/broader cross-
section of Council members 

More consultation with members 

Be less stuffy/pompous/lose the 'old boys network' image/be 
more modern 

Improve complaints/disciplinary process 

Revise Practice Standards Scheme/make scheme 
mandatory/impose minimum standards 

Make animal welfare the aim/priority/reglate in such a way so 
as to provide max. animal welfare 

Stronger public face/increase public awareness/improve public 
image 

More/better communication 

Be more open/transparent 

Be more approachable 

Be more undserstanding/supportive of members needs/helpful 

Be more in touch with the profession/more pro-active/more 
engaging with members 

Q37. Base: all answering (4,897) 
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Changes needed – a few examples (see database Q37) 

‘Needs to have a role more like GMC. Needs to take a position on salary issues, take a firmer 

line on criminal convictions, alcohol and drug abuse and need to be more transparent’ 

‘The College should be transparent and approachable for both the public and 

veterinary surgeons, through improving its image and offering more of a supportive 

role rather than a disciplinary one for the profession’ 

‘Need to achieve trust and credibility with members and the public through increased 

visibility of regulatory actions in the media/ press and veterinary press’ 

‘To have ALL its Council made up of members who have lived in the real veterinary world - 

which is a far cry from the privileged world of the small animal practitioner in leafy Surbiton 

(or its equivalent)’ 

‘It needs to find a way to get the message across politically regarding the true value of 

veterinary excellence to the UK - and to ensure that the standards obtained by UK and 

foreign graduates are consistent with that value’ 

‘Sit down with the BVA and work out who does what ...    RCVS should protect veterinary 

surgery from a death by a thousand cuts. It should tell the public why we are important. We 

are not simply "another service".’  
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 Appendix – the questionnaire 
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