
Received: 3 September 2021 Revised: 21 December 2021 Accepted: 18 January 2022

DOI: 10.1002/vro2.29

ORIGINAL RESEARCH

Digital opportunities to connect and complain – the use of
Facebook in small animal practice

Svenja Springer, Thomas Bøker Lund Peter Sandøe, Sandra A. Corr

Annemarie T. Kristensen Herwig Grimm

1 Unit of Ethics and Human-Animal Studies,
Messerli Research Institute, University of
Veterinary Medicine Vienna, Medical University of
Vienna, University of Vienna, Vienna, Austria
2 Department of Food and Resource Economics,
University of Copenhagen, Frederiksberg,
Denmark
3 Department of Veterinary and Animal Science,
University of Copenhagen, Frederiksberg,
Denmark
4 Division of Small Animal Clinical Sciences,
School of Veterinary Medicine, University of
Glasgow, Glasgow, Scotland
5 Department of Veterinary Clinical Sciences,
University of Copenhagen, Frederiksberg,
Denmark

Correspondence
Svenja Springer,Unit of Ethics andHuman-Animal
Studies,Messerli Research Institute,Veterinaerplatz
1, 1210Vienna,Austria.
Email: Svenja.Springer@vetmeduni.ac.at

Funding information
Austrian Science Fund (FWF),Grant/Award
Number: P 29974-G24

Abstract
Background: Social media is increasingly used in small animal practice, enabling vet-
erinarians to connect with clients and promote their business online. It can also be used
by clients to quickly distribute complaints via online communities.
Material/methods: Using a questionnaire study we investigated Austrian, Danish and
UK veterinarians’ attitudes towards Facebook, the contents of clients’ online complaints
and how they were handled by veterinarians (N = 648).
Results: In Denmark and the UK, around 90% of practices had a Facebook page, in con-
trast to 40%ofAustrian practices.MostDanish andUKveterinarians agreed that the use
of Facebookwas relevant and expected by clients. Agreement was lower amongAustrian
veterinarians, probably reflecting the lower uptake of social media there. In particular,
younger veterinarians and those who actively used Facebook for the practice, could see
benefits. In all three countries, we found that clients most frequently complained about
treatment costs. Most veterinarians preferred to actively deal with clients’ complaints,
either replying online or discussing them directly.
Conclusions:We recommend future research focusing on veterinarians’ personal use of
social media and on clients’ use of and attitudes towards social media in the veterinary
context.
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INTRODUCTION

Social media platforms are considered by many to be an
important way to connect with other people. Platforms such
as Facebook allow professional people and/or institutions to
advertise their services, share information, engage in dialogue
and answer questions.1–3 Following this trend, veterinarians
increasinglymake use of social media to raise their profile and
promote their business online.1–7

Compared to othermeans, socialmedia platforms stand out
in terms of affordability and the opportunity to reach specific
groups of interested people.8 That in turn promises to increase
engagement by promoting trustful and long-standing rela-
tionships between the client and the veterinarian and/or the
veterinary practice.8 Conversely however, dissatisfied clients
can use social media platforms to complain about the vet-
erinary practice. This creates challenges including the time
required to respond to negative feedback and the potential
negative consequences on the reputation of the practice.2,9,10
The management of negative feedback on social media can be
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influenced by at least two important factors: first, the relevant
experience of the person dealing with the complaint and sec-
ond, the number of people who have access to the socialmedia
platform.
Previous studies with animal owners investigated the use of

social media to gather information about pet health.7,11,12 For
example, in a study from the US, UK and Canada, approxi-
mately half of dog and cat owners used Facebook to obtain
pet health information.12 Furthermore, over 50% of dog and
cat owners used Facebook to post pet health information
for other Facebook users.12 Whereas previous studies mainly
focused on the animal owner’s use of social media and atti-
tudes towards it,11,12 to the best of the authors’ knowledge,
no studies have examined veterinarians’ attitudes towards and
use of social media in small animal practice. Previous pub-
lications on this topic have been based only on anecdotal
knowledge,1,2,4,6,13,10,14 presented results of Facebook pages
of veterinary practices,8,9 reported on the general useful-
ness of social media for veterinarians,3 or advised on what
information should be conveyed.15 Further, although studies
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have indicated that veterinarians are increasingly challenged
with online complaints,2,9,10 the contents of complaints and
how veterinarians actually handle them has also not been
investigated.
This questionnaire study involved small animal veterinar-

ians from Austria (AT), Denmark (DK) and the UK, to pro-
vide insights into veterinarians’ attitudes towards Facebook,
the content of client’s online complaints and how veterinari-
ans handle them. The use of Facebook, the largest online social
network worldwide,16 differs among the three countries. In
Austria, 44% of the population use Facebook,17 while 66.7%
(in April 2020) and 69.8% (in April 2020) use Facebook in the
UK and Denmark, respectively.18,19 It is likely that these dif-
ferences not only correlate with the use of Facebook by veteri-
nary practices, theywill also impact on veterinarians’ attitudes
towards this use. Further, the attitudes of younger veterinari-
ans might differ in comparison to older veterinarians, since
members of the former grew up with online networks and are
more familiar with social media. Insofar as negative feedback
on social media and/or webpages is concerned, it seems likely
that veterinarians’ work experience, employment status or the
type of practice (e.g. independently owned versus corporate
owned) in particular might explain differing ways of handling
online complaints.
The main objective of this study was to answer the follow-

ing research questions: (i) What are veterinarians’ attitudes
towards the use of Facebook and how are these attitudes
affected by socio-demographic and practice-specific fac-
tors? (ii) How often do veterinarians find complaints from
clients about their services on webpages and/or social media
platforms and what are the complaints about? (iii) Finally,
how do veterinarians handle online complaints; do socio-
demographic and practice-specific factors lead to differences
in the way they are handled? Throughout, we highlighted the
main similarities and differences among the three countries
studied.

MATERIALS ANDMETHODS

Study population and recruitment

In cooperation with small animal veterinary associations in
Austria (Vereinigung Österreichischer Kleintiermediziner),
Denmark (Danish Veterinary Association) and the UK
(British Small Animal Veterinary Association) the link to the
online questionnaires was sent to 1195 Austrian, 1287 Danish
and 5138 UK small animal veterinarians. For Denmark and
Austria, data were collected from 2March to 9 April 2020. For
the UK, the survey was open between 30 March and 7 May
2020. Reminder e-mails were sent 2 weeks after opening the
survey. The study received ethical approval from the Research
Ethics Committee of Science and Health at the University of
Copenhagen (Reference 504-0114/19-5000).

Study participants

A total of 648 veterinarians completed the questionnaire.
Information about socio-demographic and practice-specific
factors are given for the whole study population and for each
sub-population, in Supporting Information 1.

Survey development

The questions related to the use of Facebook by veterinary
practices were developed based on results of anAustrian focus
group study,20 a review of empirical studies8,9 and publica-
tions including anecdotal knowledge about veterinarians’ use
of social media.1,2,4,6,13,10,14 Participants were informed that
completion of the questionnaire was voluntary, that responses
were anonymous and that no personal information (e-mail
address, etc.) could be traced back to them.21

Survey design and measurements

The present study used a subset of data from a larger ques-
tionnaire survey (see Supporting Information 2). The first
subset covered questions on socio-demographic and practice-
specific factors; the second subset focused to the use of Face-
book in veterinary practices and evaluations from clients on
webpages and/or social media platforms.
The second subset included the following questions:

whether veterinarian’s work place had an active Facebook page
(response options: ‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘I don’t know’). Five state-
ments were presented to identify attitudes towards the use
of Facebook. Response options ranged from 1 ‘strongly dis-
agree’ up to 7 ‘strongly agree’ and 8 ‘I don’t know’. Veterinari-
ans were also asked how often they found negative comments
fromclients about their veterinary service onwebpages and/or
social media platforms. Response options ranged from ‘never’
to ‘more than 10 times per month’, as well as ‘I don’t know’
and ‘prefer not to say’. To investigate the nature of the nega-
tive comments we formulated seven types of complaints and
asked respondents to tick all that were relevant. The final ques-
tion explored how veterinarians handled complaints, giving
five options and respondents could tick all that applied. The
answer options ‘I am not in charge of dealing with negative
feedback’ and ‘Other’ were additionally provided.

Data analysis

The software Alchemer®, IBM SPSS Statistics for Macintosh,
Version 26.0,22 was used for all analyses. Univariate descrip-
tive statistics were presented in tables, figures or text. For
bivariate analysis, chi-squared tests or Kruskal–Wallis H tests
were conducted to test whether the frequency distribution dif-
fered between the Austrian, Danish and UK sub-populations
(Tables 1–5). Bonferroni correction was applied for all multi-
ple comparisons. The significance level was p < 0.05.
For each country, five ordinal regression analyses were

conducted to identify whether socio-demographic and
practice-specific factors had an impact on veterinarians’
attitudes towards Facebook. The five statements listed in
Table 2 were inserted as dependent variables. Explanatory
variables (all categorical) inserted in the regression analyses
were gender (1 = male, 2 = female), business type (1 = inde-
pendently owned, 2 = corporate owned), employment type
(1 = self-employed, 2 = employed), involvement in daily
management (1 = yes, 2 = no) and having an active Facebook
page for the practice (1 = yes, 2 = no). Age was inserted as
a continuous variable (range: 23–83 years). Respondents that
answered ‘Other’ for business and employment type as well
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TABLE  Prevalence of active Facebook pages for veterinary practices in Austria (AT) , Denmark (DK) and the UK

All countries
N=  (%)

Austria
n =  (%)

Denmark
n =  (%)

UK
n =  (%) Testa

Yes 528 (82.1) 44 (43.1) 155 (90.6) 329 (88.9) χ2(2) = 150.474, p < 0.001
AT versus DK χ2(1) = 74.926, p < 0.001
AT versus UK χ2(1) = 125.203, p < 0.001
UK versus DK χ2(1) = 0.148, p = 0.701

No 101 (15.7) 58 (56.9) 15 (8.8) 28 (7.6)

I don’t know 14 (2.2) 0 (0.0) 1 (0.6) 13 (3.5)

Note: The (1) and (2) after by the chi square symbol is the information about the df (degree of freedom), which indicates the number of variables included.
aPearson chi-squared test (answer option ‘I don’t know’ was excluded for this analysis).

as ‘I don’t know’ for having a Facebook page were excluded
from these analyses.
Further, for each country, we conducted an ordinal regres-

sion analysis to examine whether socio-demographic and
practice-specific factors had an impact on how often veteri-
narians found complaints from clients on webpages and/or
social media platforms. Frequency of finding complaints was
inserted as dependent variable (1 = never, 2 = less than once
up to two times per month, 3= 3 up tomore than 10 times per
month). The same explanatory variables were inserted as for
the above-described ordinal regression analyses.
For each country, four binary regression analyses were

run to examine whether veterinarians’ work experience,
employment status and business type were associated with
the answer option ‘I am not in charge of dealing with nega-
tive feedback’ and with three approaches to the handling of
online complaints: (a) ‘I ignore the feedback’, (b) ‘If possi-
ble, I reply to every piece of negative feedback’ and (c) ‘If the
clients come back to me, I discuss the negative feedback with
them’. In all cases the dependent variable was binary (1 = the
approach to handle complaints is used, 0= not used). Gender
(1=male, 2= female), employment status (1= self-employed,
2 = employed), business type (1 = independently owned,
2= corporate owned) were inserted as categorical explanatory
variables. Years of work experience was inserted as continu-
ous explanatory variable (range 0.5–48 years of experience).
Respondents that answered ‘Other’ for business and employ-
ment type were excluded from these analyses.
Since only two Austrian respondents indicated that they

worked in a corporate-owned practice, the business type vari-
able was excluded from all multi-variables analyses of Aus-
trian veterinarians.

RESULTS

The use of Facebook in small animal practices

Significant differences were identified betweenAustrian, Dan-
ish and UK veterinarians in terms of Facebook use by veteri-
nary practices (Table 1). Veterinarians fromDenmark (90.6%)
and the UK (88.9%)more often indicated that their workplace
had an active Facebook page, compared toAustrian colleagues
(43.1%).

Veterinarians’ attitudes towards Facebook

Fewer Austrian veterinarians agreed with the statements that
Facebook ‘gives clients an insight into what happens with the
patient in the practice/clinic/hospital’ and ‘is a vital way to
recruit new clients’ (37.3% and 22.6%, respectively), compared

to veterinarians from Denmark (75.5% and 67.2%) and the
UK (65.4% and 54.0%) (Table 2). Similarly, fewer Austrian
veterinarians agreed with the statements that Facebook ‘is an
important way of communicating for veterinarians and their
clients’ and ‘is expected by clients’ (26.5% and 31.7%, respec-
tively), compared to Danish (66.9% and 77.8%) and UK col-
leagues (70.2% and 80.4%). Conversely, more Austrian vet-
erinarians (14.8%) agreed that a Facebook page ‘is of no rel-
evance’ compared to veterinarians from Denmark (1.8%) and
the UK (4.1%).

What explains veterinarians’ attitudes towards
Facebook?

Ordinal regression analyses indicated that in particular vet-
erinarians’ age and having an active Facebook page for
the practice had an impact on their attitudes (Supporting
Information 1). Veterinarians from all three countries who
work in a practice that actively used Facebook were more
likely to agree that it ‘is a vital way to recruit new clients’
(pAT < 0.001; pDK = 0.003; pUK = 0.014) and ‘is expected by
clients’ (pAT < 0.001; pDK < 0.001; pUK < 0.001). In addi-
tion, younger veterinarians from Denmark and the UK were
more inclined to agree that Facebook ‘is a vital way to recruit
new clients’ compared to older colleagues (pDK = 0.040;
pUK = 0.046). Veterinarians not using Facebook in their
practice were more likely to agree that Facebook ‘is of no
relevance’ in Austria, Denmark and the UK (pAT < 0.001;
pDK < 0.001; pUK = 0.002) as were older veterinarians in
the UK (p = 0.020). For Denmark, younger (p = 0.019)
and male veterinarians (p = 0.025) as well as veterinarians
that worked in a practice with a Facebook page (p = 0.012)
were more likely to agree that it ‘gives clients insights into
what happens with the patient’. That Facebook is an impor-
tant way to communicate with clients obtained significantly
more agreement from veterinarians who worked in a prac-
tice with an active Facebook page (pAT < 0.001; pDK < 0.001;
pUK = 0.002).

Frequency of complaints on the internet and/or
social media platforms

We identified differences among Austrian, Danish and UK
veterinarians in the reported frequency of online complaints
(Table 3). A greater number of Danish and Austrian veteri-
narians (31.8% and 36.0%, respectively) indicated that they
never found complaints on the internet, compared to their col-
leagues from the UK (11.7%). Sixteen percent of UK veterinar-
ians stated that they found complaints one to two times per
month compared to Austrian (5.0%) and Danish respondents
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TABLE  Attitudes towards the use of Facebook by veterinary practices

No.
Having a Facebook page for the
practice …

Level of
agreementa

Austria
n = –
(%)

Denmark
n = –
(%)

UK
n = –
(%) Testb

1 … gives clients an insight into what
happens with the patient in the
practice/clinic/hospital.

Disagreement 39 (38.2) 16 (9.3) 53 (14.5) H(2) = 56.181, p < 0.001
AT versus DK p < 0.001c
AT versus UK p < 0.001c
DK versus UK p < 0.001c

Neutral 21 (20.6) 18 (10.5) 62 (16.9)

Agreement 38 (37.3) 129 (75.5) 240 (65.4)

I don’t know 4 (3.9) 8 (4.7) 12 (3.3)

Mean ± SD 3.99 ± 1.56 5.40 ± 1.35 4.88 ± 1.38

2 … is of no relevance. Disagreement 55 (53.9) 147 (87.0) 282 (76.6) H(2) = 34.391, p < 0.001
AT versus DK p < 0.001c
AT versus UK p = 0.001c
DK versus UK p = 0.001c

Neutral 28 (27.5) 15 (8.9) 50 (13.6)

Agreement 15 (14.8) 3 (1.8) 28 (7.6)

I don’t know 4 (3.9) 4 (2.4) 8 (2.2)

Mean ± SD 3.19 ± 1.62 2.12 ± 1.09 2.55 ± 1.27

3 … is a vital way to recruit new clients. Disagreement 55 (54.0) 16 (9.4) 74 (20.1) H(2) = 72.619, p < 0.001
AT versus DK p < 0.001c
AT versus UK p < 0.001c
DK versus UK p < 0.001c

Neutral 20 (19.6) 34 (19.9) 80 (21.7)

Agreement 23 (22.6) 115 (67.2) 199 (54.0)

I don’t know 4 (3.9) 6 (3.5) 15 (4.1)

Mean ± SD 3.35 ± 1.69 5.06 ± 1.29 4.52 ± 1.37

4 … is expected by clients. Disagreement 41 (40.6) 7 (4.1) 21 (5.7) H(2) = 83.217, p < 0.001
AT versus DK p < 0.001c
AT versus UK p < 0.001c
DK versus UK p = 0.869c

Neutral 22 (21.8) 21 (12.3) 39 (10.6)

Agreement 32 (31.7) 133 (77.8) 297 (80.4)

I don’t know 6 (5.9) 10 (5.8) 12 (3.3)

Mean ± SD 3.79 ± 1.66 5.50 ± 1.18 5.38 ± 1.19

5 … is an important way of communicating
for veterinarians and their clients.

Disagreement 54 (52.9) 20 (11.8) 52 (14.1) H(2) = 75.817, p < 0.001
AT versus DK p < 0.001c
AT versus UK p < 0.001c
DK versus UK p = 1.00c

Neutral 17 (16.7) 32 (18.9) 50 (13.6)

Agreement 27 (26.5) 113 (66.9) 158 (70.2)

I don’t know 4 (3.9) 4 (2.4) 7 (1.9)

Mean ± SD 3.42 ± 1.59 5.01 ± 1.36 5.03 ± 1.45

Abbreviations: AT, Austria; DK, Denmark.
aDisagreement= 1 ‘strongly disagree’, 2 ‘disagree’ and 3 ‘somewhat disagree’; Neutral= 4 ‘neutral (neither agree nor disagree)’; Agreement= 5 ‘somewhat agree’, 6 ‘agree’ and 7 ‘strongly
agree’.
bKruskal–Wallis H test (answer option ‘I don’t know’ was excluded from these analyses).
cBonferroni correction was applied for multiple tests.

(3.5%).However,moreDanish veterinarians (10.6%) chose the
option ‘5–10 times per month’ compared to Austrian (1.0%)
and UK (0.8%) veterinarians.
In general, socio-demographic and practice-specific factors

did not explain the prevalence of negative comments except
for one instance in Austria (χ2(5) = 21.268, p = 0.001) (Sup-
porting Information 1); veterinarians who work in a practice
with a Facebook page more often found negative comments
(p = 0.001).

Reasons for complaints from clients

Veterinarians who reported receiving online complaints from
clients were subsequently asked what the complaints were
about (Table 4). In general, complaints about the cost of
treatment had the highest prevalence and complaints about
the lack of technical equipment in the practice had the lowest
prevalence in all three countries. Further, UK veterinarians
reported significantly more often than their Danish col-
leagues that clients complained that they had to wait too
long (p = 0.015). Complaints regarding communication were

significantly more often reported by Danish than Austrian
veterinarians (p = 0.009).

Handling complaints from clients

All respondents who indicated they had received complaints
were asked to indicate how they handled complaints froma list
of several reply options. UK veterinarians significantly more
often indicated that they were not in charge of handling neg-
ative feedback (68.6%), compared to their Austrian (23.4%)
and Danish (25.4%) colleagues (χ2(2) = 88.811, p < 0.001).

Table 5 lists the prevalence of responses for six other reply
options that provide an insight into how veterinarians that are
in charge of feedback handled complaints. The results indi-
cate that veterinarians from all three countries often replied to
every piece of negative comment (AT: 36.5%, DK: 52.7%, UK:
42.9%) and often discussed the negative feedback directlywith
clients who came back (AT: 38.5%, DK: 55.9%, UK: 42.9%).
Veterinarians less frequently ignored the feedback (AT: 26.9%,
DK: 16.1%, UK: 18.3%) or tried to delete it (AT: 9.6%,
DK: 12.9%, UK: 4.8%). No significant differences could be
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TABLE  Prevalence of complaints on the internet and/or social media platforms from clients about the veterinarian’s service in Austria (AT), Denmark
(DK) and the UK

All countries
N =  (%)

Austria
n =  (%)

Denmark
n =  (%)

UK
n =  (%) Testa

Never 133 (20.8) 36 (36.0) 54 (31.8) 43 (11.7) χ2(2) = 45.150, p < 0.001
AT versus DK χ2(1) = 0.508, p = 0.476
AT versus UK χ2(1) = 33.296, p < 0.001b
DK versus UK χ2(1) = 31.898, p < 0.001b

Less than once per month 308 (48.2) 48 (48.0) 91 (53.5) 169 (45.8) χ2(2) = 2.787, p = 0.248

1–2 times per month 70 (11.0) 5 (5.0) 6 (3.5) 59 (16.0) χ2(2) = 22.832, p < 0.001
AT versus DK χ2(1) = 0.348, p = 0.555
AT versus UK χ2(1) = 8.036, p < 0.015b
DK versus UK χ2(1) = 17.037, p < 0.001b

3–4 times per month 17 (2.7) 1 (1.0) 1 (0.6) 15 (4.1) χ2(2) = 6.695, p = 0.070b

5–10 times per month 22 (3.4) 1 (1.0) 18 (10.6) 3 (0.8) χ2(2) = 35.581, p < 0.001
AT versus DK χ2(1) = 8.848, p = 0.009b
AT versus UK χ2(1) = 0.033, p = 0.857
DK versus UK χ2(1) = 29.701, p < 0.001b

More than 10 times per month 4 (0.6) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 4 (1.1) χ2(2) = 1.857, p = 0.173

I don’t know 84 (13.1) 9 (9.0) 0 (0.0) 75 (20.3) χ2(2) = 40.138, p < 0.001
AT versus DK χ2(1) = 15.828, p < 0.001b
AT versus UK χ2(1) = 06.864, p = 0.027b
DK versus UK χ2(1) = 40.138, p < 0.001b

Prefer not to say 1 (0.2) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (0.3) χ2(2) = 0.733, p = 0.639

Note: The (1) and (2) after by the chi square symbol is the information about the df (degree of freedom), which indicates the number of variables included.
aPearson chi-squared test.
bBonferroni correction was applied for multiple tests.

TABLE  Client’s complaints about veterinary service on webpages and/or social media platforms for Austria (AT), Denmark (DK) and the UK

No. Clients …
Austria
n =  (%)

Denmark
n =  (%)

UK
n =  (%) Testa

1 … complaining about the cost of treatment. 41 (64.1) 74 (64.3) 239 (74.0) χ2(2) = 5.266, p = 0.072

2 … complaining about communication. 12 (18.8) 47 (40.9) 105 (32.5) χ2(2) = 9.157, p = 0.010
AT versus DK χ2(1) = 9.104, p = 0.009b
AT versus UK χ2(1) = 4.793, p = 0.087b
UK versus DK χ2(1) = 2.617, p = 0.106

3 … having to wait too long. 8 (12.5) 14 (12.2) 80 (24.8) χ2(2) = 11.078, p = 0.004
AT versus DK χ2(1) = 0.004, p = 0.949
AT versus UK χ2(1) = 4.576, p = 0.096b
UK versus DK χ2(1) = 7.980, p = 0.015b

4 … disagreeing with my medical advice. 16 (25.0) 24 (20.9) 60 (18.6) χ2(2) = 1.466, p = 0.480

5 … complaining about specific staff member(s). 13 (20.3) 23 (20.0) 63 (19.5) χ2(2) = 0.029, p = 0.985

6 …. complaining about the handling of the patient. 6 (9.4) 25 (21.7) 47 (14.6) χ2(2) = 5.462, p = 0.065

7 … complaining about the lack of technical
equipment in the practice/clinic/hospital.

0 1 (0.9) 2 (0.6) χ2(2) = 530, p = 0.767

8 I don’t know. 12 (18.8) 28 (24.3) 56 (17.3) χ2(2) = 1.701, p = 0.259

9 Other 9 (14.1) 5 (4.3) 21 (6.5) χ2(2) = 6.292, p = 0.043
AT versus DK χ2(1) = 5.382, p = 0.060b
AT versus UK χ2(1) = 4.270, p = 0.117b
UK versus DK χ2(1) = 0.705, p = 0.401

Note: The (1) and (2) after by the chi square symbol is the information about the df (degree of freedom), which indicates the number of variables included.
aPearson chi-squared test.
bBonferroni correction was applied for multiple tests.

identified among the three countries in relation to the way
negative feedback was handled.

What impacts why veterinarians are not in
charge of dealing with complaints?

The binary regression models were significant for Austria
(χ2(3) = 25.353, p < 0.001), Denmark (χ2(4) = 25.299,

p < 0.001) and the UK (χ2(4) = 49.051, p < 0.001) (Sup-
porting Information 1). Results indicated that employed vet-
erinarians in all three countries were more likely to reply
that they were not in charge of dealing with negative feed-
back, compared to self-employed veterinarians (pAT = 0.009;
pDK = 0.007; pUK < 0.001). Further, in the UK, more experi-
enced veterinarians were more likely to reply that they were
not in charge (p = 0.006).
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TABLE  Veterinarians handling of online complaints from clients about veterinary services

No. Veterinarians’ handling of complaints from clients
Austria
n =  (%)

Denmark
n =  (%)

UK
n =  (%) Testa

1 I ignore the feedback. 14 (26.9) 15 (16.1) 23 (18.3) χ2(2) = 2.639, p = 0.267

2 If possible I delete the feedback or try to get it deleted. 5 (9.6) 12 (12.9) 6 (4.8) χ2(2) = 4.672, p = 0.097

3 If possible I reply to any feedback that I feel is unfair. 9 (17.3) 24 (25.8) 25 (19.8) χ2(2) = 1.773, p = 0.412

4 If possible I reply to every piece of negative feedback. 19 (36.5) 49 (52.7) 54 (42.9) χ2(2) = 3.959, p = 0.138

5 If the clients come back to me, I discuss the negative feedback with them. 20 (38.5) 52 (55.9) 54 (42.9) χ2(2) = 5.336, p = 0.069

6 Other 5 (9.6) 8 (8.6) 13 (10.3) χ2(2) = 0.182, p = 0.913

Note: Three Austrian, eight Danish and 25 UK veterinarians chose besides the option of ‘I am not in charge’ at least one further option presented in the table.
The (1) and (2) after by the chi square symbol is the information about the df (degree of freedom), which indicates the number of variables included.
aPearson chi-squared tests.

What impacts how complaints are handled?

Twobinary regressionmodelswere significant; one forAustria
(χ2(3) = 15.745, p = 0.001) and one for UK (χ2(4) = 10.962,
p = 0.027) (Supporting Information 1). For Austria, results
indicated that female (p = 0.008) and more experienced
(p = 0.004) veterinarians were more likely to reply to
every piece of negative feedback. In the UK, veterinari-
ans who worked in corporate-owned practices were more
likely to ignore the negative feedback compared to their col-
leaguesworking in independently-owned practices and clinics
(p = 0.004).

DISCUSSION

With uptake of just over 40%, Austrian practices make con-
siderably less use of Facebook compared to those in Denmark
and the UK, where uptake is around 90%. A likely explana-
tion for this relates to differences in the general use of internet
services in the three countries. According to the Digital Econ-
omy and Society Index,23 that assesses the progress of digital-
isation of European countries, Denmark and UK are ranked
fourth and fifth, respectively, whereas Austria is ranked 19th
in regard to the use of internet services.
Not surprisingly, the active use of Facebook affected veteri-

narians attitudes towards it. Thus, we found that veterinarians
from all three countries who do not use Facebook for their
veterinary practice were more likely to agree that the use
of the platform is of no relevance. Conversely, veterinarians
working in practices with a Facebook page weremore likely to
agree that it was expected by clients or is a vital way to recruit
new clients. These findings confirm our assumption that the
use of Facebook in veterinary practice and experience gained
with it, leads to a stronger belief in the benefits it offers. Relat-
edly, another study4 stated that clients increasingly expect
to communicate with their veterinarians via social media
platforms and concluded that it is harder for veterinarians
who do not make use of such platforms to compete in the
veterinary market.
As expected, we found that younger veterinarians in par-

ticular, from both the UK and Denmark, were more likely
to agree that Facebook was a vital way of recruiting new
clients. Younger Danish respondents agreed more strongly
than their older colleagues that Facebook provided the oppor-
tunity to give clients insights into what happens with the
patients in their practices. This generational difference prob-

ably reflects the fact that younger people have grown up with
digital communications—are so-called ‘digital natives’—and
are familiar with online platforms.24 It can be expected that
in the near future veterinary practices will be run by digital
natives and the distinction in attitudes between younger and
older veterinarians is likely to fade out.24 In the meantime, it
may be a good idea in some cases to give younger colleagues
the responsibility for maintaining Facebook pages for veteri-
nary practices.6 However, although they may not need train-
ing in the mechanics of using social media, they may benefit
from being trained in how to use it in a professional context.
Publications on the use of social media by veterinary prac-

tices have highlighted the increasing problem of complaints
from clients that can be easily distributed online.2,9,10 In gen-
eral, our results showed that UK veterinarians were on average
more often confronted with online complaints compared to
their Danish and Austrian colleagues. Importantly, although
over half ofDanish respondents find complaints less than once
per month, a subgroup experienced multiple negative com-
ments (5–10 times per month). The contrast between Austria
and the two other countries can be explained by the fact that
veterinarians and their clients less often engage via Facebook
in Austria. The difference between Denmark and the UK in
relation to the subgroup of veterinarians findingmultiple neg-
ative comments came as a surprise because we found a simi-
lar share of clinics with Facebook pages in the two countries.
A possible explanation for this might be that this subgroup
of Danish veterinarians may be more proactive in checking
for complaints from clients on the internet, or that clients in
Denmark are simplymore active inmaking use of online feed-
back compared toUK clients. Further insights could be gained
through studies with owners.
In all three countries, the most frequent complaints

received by veterinarians were about treatment costs. This is
not particularly surprising, since complaints about costs of
veterinary care,25 discussions with clients about costs26,27 and
the problem of financially limited clients20,28–30 are among
the most pressing concerns in small animal practice. How-
ever, as the number of insured animals is relatively high in
theUK andDenmark, compared toAustria, potentially reduc-
ing the problem of client’s financial limitations, we would
have expected veterinarians in the UK and Denmark to
receive fewer complaints about costs compared to Austrian
veterinarians.31–33

Although the frequency of online complaints varied
depending on the nature of the complaint, there is no doubt
that clients’ ability to post complaints online may have an
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impact on practicing veterinarians. In one study on the effect
of client complaints on 92 small animal veterinary internists,25
13% of complaints were received online; these in particular
caused greater stress and anxiety for veterinarians. Since the
use of social media and internet resources will increase in the
near future, further research is needed to not only investigate
reasons for (online) complaints, but also to examine possible
negative effects on veterinarians.
Significantly more of the UK veterinarians in this survey

were not in charge of dealing with negative feedback com-
pared to their Austrian and Danish colleagues. This may
seem surprising, since almost as many UK veterinarians
have a Facebook page for their practice/clinic as do their
Danish colleagues and many more compared to Austrian
veterinarians. This difference is partially explained by the fact
that more of the surveyed UK veterinarians are employed
(73.0%) compared to Austria (20.0%) and Denmark (61.0%)
and employed veterinarians were less likely to be in charge
of dealing with negative comments, while veterinarians that
were self-employed were more likely to deal with them. How-
ever, this does not explain all the difference, since over 40%
of self-employed veterinarians in the UK are not in charge of
dealing with complaints, compared to 9% of self-employed
veterinarians in Austria and 2% in Denmark. It may be the
case in the UK, for example, that dealing with complaints is
the responsibility of a non-veterinarian within the practice,
for example, a practice manager.
Several studies have addressed the ways in which veteri-

narians can manage client complaints.2,6,34 For instance, one
study2 suggested that veterinarians should respond to com-
plaints to show that they care about negative feedback and
should encourage other clients to write positive, defending
commentaries. Our study results show that many respon-
dents from all three countries took such an active approach,
by replying to every piece of negative feedback or discussing
the complaints in person if the clients came back.
Furthermore, we found that Austrian veterinarians with

more work experience were more likely to reply to every
piece of negative feedback. It may be that veterinarians
who have worked longer in practice have already built up
a loyal clientele and a good reputation that they do not
want damaged by online complaints; hence they put more
effort in replying to every piece of negative feedback. In
addition, our results indicate that UK veterinarians who
worked in independently-owned practices were less likely to
ignore the negative feedback compared to their colleagues in
corporate-owned practices. A plausible explanation for this
might be that loss of clients has a more direct and potentially
devastating effect on veterinarians in independently-owned
practices, compared to those with a company providing
financial support in the background. However, it may also
be the case that veterinarians who work in corporate-owned
practices receive support from the corporation35 to protect
the reputation not only of the veterinarian but also of the
company, with complaints being addressed centrally rather
than the responsibility falling on the individual veterinarian.
Although this study involved three different countries

and opens up a novel research field, the study is subject to a
number of limitations. The number of participants of the
three sub-populations was disproportionate; in particular
the small sample size in Austria could have had an effect on

the identification of significant differences in our regression
analyses.
Giving the respondents the option to decline to indicate the

number of complaints they received each month may intro-
duce bias, as this option is more likely to be chosen by veteri-
narians who receive a larger number of complaints, or, alter-
natively, are unaware of the numbers. In addition, our study
focused on attitudes to the use of Facebook, but the popular-
ity of different platforms is constantly changing. One study
found that Twitter users post many comments that reference
veterinarians36 for example; we therefore recommend future
studies incorporate awider range of socialmedia platforms. In
addition, complaints about communication can have different
aspects, such as too little communication, miscommunication
or style of communication. Therefore, we recommend explor-
ing complaints inmore detail in future work. Further research
should also explore potential benefits that may arise from the
use of social media such as the recruitment of new clients,
in relation to the time invested in maintaining social media
platforms. Such information can provide valuable informa-
tion for veterinary professionals in regard to the successful
use and value of social media platforms for their business.
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