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Highlights: 

Establishing professional relations with area colleagues 
can help clients select an appropriate veterinarian for a 
second opinion.

Open communication among veterinarians helps ensure 
appropriate care of the referred horse and client.

Veterinarians offering second opinions should not be 
motivated by the potential for economic gains.

With myriad and rapidly evolving diagnostic and 
treatment options, equine veterinary medicine presents 
equine veterinarians with more choices than ever before. 
Even with time and practice experience, where many 
conditions and treatments become 
familiar, complex cases will arise that 
require a second opinion that may 
benefit from treatments unavailable to 
an individual or that may require 
expertise beyond that of the attending 
veterinarian. 

The Code of Ethics of the American 
Veterinary Medical Association, Article 
VI(c) notes, “When appropriate, 
attending veterinarians are encouraged 
to seek assistance in the form of consul-
tations and/or referrals.” Individual vet-
erinarians may gain a reputation for 
expertise in a certain area; clients may be aware of referral 
hospitals with additional diagnostic and therapeutic 
options, and may themselves be curious about another 
opinion for their horse. That said, for all of the 
importance, and with an awareness of the good intentions 
with which they are solicited, second opinions offer their 
own challenges to veterinarians.

Pluses and minuses
Second opinions can be something of a mixed blessing. 
While unquestionably a good idea in many cases, unfortu-
nately, the concept of a second opinion may cause some 
emotional turbulence for veterinarians. Some clients may 
also be reluctant to ask for a second opinion from one vet-
erinarian because of concerns of offending another, or out 
of economic concerns. Of course, not all second opinions 
are correct; sometimes the first opinion might have been 
accurate.  

A second opinion may be perceived as challenging the first 
veterinarian’s authority. It can also introduce confusion 
into the mind of a client as to which veterinarian is “right” 
and as to the “best” way to treat a condition. A client’s 
quest for a precise diagnosis or the optimum treatment is 
full of potential pitfalls, blind alleys, and even mirages. 
Veterinarians giving a second opinion may be biased 
towards giving an opinion which is different from the first 
opinion, and there may be an incentive to “add value” to a 
second opinion by incorporating additional diagnostic or 
treatment services. 

Divergent second opinions can strain relationships as well 
as bank accounts. Divergent second opinions can erode 
trust between the first veterinarian and the client if it is 
perceived that the attending veterinarian was “wrong.” On 
the other hand, when a second opinion agrees with the 
first opinion, it can reassure a client and reinforce the 
confidence he or she has in the first attending veterinarian. 
Good communication between veterinarians is essential to 
avoid such problems.

Getting to know you
It’s a good idea to get to know other 
veterinarians who practice in the same 
area, as they might eventually be 
offering a second opinion. Having set 
up lines of communication between vet-
erinarians beforehand makes it easier to 
intercede on a client’s behalf when a 
second opinion is needed or requested. 
If there are multiple options for second 
opinions, knowing your colleagues can 
help clients choose with respect to cost, 
distance, specialties and services offered. 

Referral
In situations where a horse is being referred, it is 
important for the referring veterinarian to communicate to 
the referral veterinarians so as to create reasonable expec-
tations for the client and their visit to the referral hospital. 
The client should be assured that the horse is being sent to 
a place that the veterinarian trusts and is staffed with 
people who can help both the client and the horse. This 
helps relieve client anxiety. 

In some cases, such as referral for evaluation of colic, it 
may be important to simply get the horse to the referral 
center as quickly as possible, even if it means foregoing 
some diagnostic procedures (e.g., abdominocentesis). It is 
always important to contact the referral center to see 
what, if any, procedures should be performed, give them 
relevant information about a case, and advise the referral  
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center of any medications that have been given or devices 
that have been placed (e.g., indwelling catheter or nasogas-
tric tube). 

The person(s) providing the second opinion
The job of a veterinarian offering a second opinion is to 
provide care to the referred animal and client. However, it 
is possible that clients may choose to change veterinarians 
if a second opinion provides the client with better 
treatment options, or a better diagnosis. Nevertheless, vet-
erinarians offering second opinions should not use them as 
an opportunity to try to gain new clients.  

Referral centers are often consulted as a source of second 
opinions for horses and clients, and can be a resource to 
help veterinarians through continuing education programs, 
interactions involving case management and discussion, or 
by watching implementation of new technologies. 
Communicating and working in tandem with referral vet-
erinarians in cases in which a second opinion may be 
helpful offers the referring veterinarian the opportunity to 
stay involved with difficult cases. Clients appreciate such 
dedication. 

Good communication is of critical importance between the 
referring veterinarian and the referral center. Referring vet-
erinarians should make the referral center aware of their 
preferred method of communication: text messages or 

phone calls? Is a discharge report of value? What about 
copies of laboratory results or imaging studies? 
Communication between veterinarians can avoid miscom-
munications of information from clients and trainers. 
Knowing what’s expected in communications makes for 
good relationships for everyone.

Ethical and economic issues
Second opinions also offer economic and ethical challenges 
for all involved. Veterinarians are certainly obligated to act 
ethically towards clients, horses, and each other. On the 
other hand, veterinary medicine is a business, and actions 
taken have an economic impact. Veterinarians should not 
use the opportunity to provide a second opinion as an 
economic opportunity to maximize gains.  

Conclusion
There are few black and white areas in equine veterinary 
medicine. There are always options available for both 
clients and veterinarians. Second opinions should never 
deteriorate into a Dr. vs. Dr. ego game. Thus, when it 
comes to second opinions, it’s important for veterinarians 
to communicate openly and honestly to avoid misunder-
standings and hard feelings. 

Dr. Ramey is the owner of Ramey Equine in Encino, 
Calif., and a member of the AAEP’s Professional Conduct 
and Ethics Committee.
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