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Veterinary student debt--the
elephant in the room--is just
one major challenge the
veterinary profession is
facing. (Shutterstock.com.)
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How do you eat an elephant like veterinary student
debt?
Answer: One bite at a time, of course, says AVMA's new chief economist Dr. Matthew
Salois—but be sure to share the task with colleagues from other disciplines.

May 11, 2018 
By Matthew Salois, PhD
DVM360 MAGAZINE

As an economist, the best advice I ever received was to be “more than just an
economist.” As strange as that may sound at first, it’s proven to be true. In its own
right, economics is a valuable discipline, but across all areas of science we’re seeing a
more interdisciplinary approach. By collaborating with veterinarians and other
professionals spanning the animal health spectrum, economists can apply new and
different lenses and philosophies to economic-based problems, gleaning better
insights and informing better solutions.

At the AVMA, we are focused on the veterinary community’s core challenges: new
graduate debt, depressed starting salaries and lingering gender pay gaps, to name a
few. Beyond those traditional challenges are income-related obstacles such as
practice performance and profitability, a gap in client compliance and the need for
continued innovation in products and services to grow demand.   

These are big issues with complex solutions. But by taking a holistic view, by mingling
and intersecting disciplines, we can move beyond identifying problems and begin to
formulate practical steps for improvement. Grounded in the right data and information,
tools such as communication, education and innovation can be leveraged to drive
demand for veterinary services. We can begin to identify specific actions every
veterinarian can adopt and implement to drive small, positive change. And that means
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over time we will begin to turn the tide toward improved practice economics—both at
the clinic level and professionwide.

As I have stepped into my current role as AVMA’s chief economist, my approach is to
focus on short-run wins while pursuing long-run change, asking first and foremost:
what can be influenced in the short run? What can we do now, in the near term, to
help improve the profession one step at a time? Because as we all know, we’re not
going to change the debt problem overnight. But with an integrated approach, bringing
multiple disciplines to the table to tackle a specific challenge, we can help improve the
veterinarian’s life today. And that, over time, will change the profession.

In the five years since its inception, the AVMA economics team has built an incredible
foundation to understand the dynamics of veterinary economics. As we enter the next
phase of converting that knowledge into tangible tools, I look forward to bringing those
actionable insights to you.

Dr. Matthew Salois worked in private industry, government and
academia before joining the AVMA in 2018 as director of veterinary
economics. Most recently, he served as director of global scientific
affairs and policy at Elanco Animal Health, supervising a team of
scientists in veterinary medicine, human medicine, animal welfare,
economics and sustainability. Before joining Elanco, Dr. Salois was
chief economist with the Florida Department of Citrus. He earned his
PhD in food and resource economics from the University of Florida.
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