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Highlights: 

Have confidence and be open to reasonable client requests.

Losing clients whose requests compromise your integrity is 
best in the long run.

Seek input from colleagues when unsure of your decision 
on a case.

What is ethical practice? According to the AVMA, one of 
the main principles of veterinary medical ethics is that “a 
veterinarian shall be influenced only by the welfare of the 
patient, the needs of the client, the safety of the public, and 
the need to uphold the public trust vested in the veterinary 
profession...” 

A common problem among young and 
senior veterinarians alike is trying to 
practice ethically and still succeed in 
business. Equine practice, in particular, 
frequently involves competitive athletes and 
their human connections. Though usually 
well-meaning, these connections sometimes 
have expectations that can conflict with 
practicing ethically. So how do we keep our 
clients happy while being able to sleep at 
night, knowing we didn’t compromise our 
integrity? I believe it all comes down to 
client selection and communication. In my 
short 15 years of practicing on the 
racetrack, I have definitely encountered these issues and 
can share some advice that helped me navigate these 
situations. 

First, have confidence in yourself. If you carry yourself 
well, speak well and represent well, clients will pick up on 
that and will know they can’t manipulate you to perhaps 
do something you don’t want to do. It also helps give a 
new vet credibility. If you present yourself well and look 
prepared for the job, clients will be more likely to take a 
chance on you and let you do a procedure they deem more 
advanced. 

Next, choose your battles. We all know there is more than 
one way to treat conditions. If a client wants to try a 

treatment regimen that isn’t necessarily my first choice but 
isn’t going to hurt the animal, I will usually go along with 
it. They appreciate that I am working with them and their 
ideas; if it doesn’t work, they will usually let me try the 
way I prefer next. Also, they know that if I insist on going 
with my treatment plan first then I must have good 
reasons, and they are more likely to listen. It is all part of 
building a good working relationship between client and 
veterinarian. 

There will be times when your ethical beliefs directly 
conflict with how the client wants the horse treated. You 
must be confident enough to say no. Don’t get nasty with 
the client, even if they trend that way; just stay your 
course. They will either respect the answer and leave it 
alone or they may find another veterinarian to do it. 

You have to accept the fact that you are not going to keep 
all of your clients. You can try your best to educate them 
as to why you would prefer not to do the things they are 
asking but, ultimately, it simply comes down to an incom-

patible work relationship. It isn’t easy to be 
fired—emotionally nor financially—but it 
isn’t worth compromising your integrity. In 
the end, it is OK and for the better. You will 
eventually weed out the clients that just 
don’t belong in your practice and, hopefully, 
attract and cultivate clients that jive with 
the way you want to practice. 

Finally, I encourage younger veterinarians to 
find support from your partners, associates, 
and/or bosses. Talk to them about a 
particular case if you are unsure that your 
decision is correct. They may have a 
different take and help you to either see 
where the client is coming from or validate 

your decision. However, if they make you do things that 
you are not comfortable with, you may have to find a new 
job where you can practice in a culture that is more 
aligned with your beliefs. It isn’t always easy, but you will 
never thrive as a veterinarian if you aren’t happy. 

These are just my opinions and how I try to carry myself 
in my career. Everyone is a different. 
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