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YOU Can Help Your Pet

Mehmet C. Oz, M.D.

My family currently shares our home with five cats, three hamsters, two angelfish, a rabbit, and a box turtle. The only thing we’re missing is a partridge in a pear tree. My wife and kids feel that my work as a cardiothoracic surgeon should give me deep insight when one of our cats is limping or a hamster has a runny nose, but the real truth is that when it comes to our animals, I need the help of a good vet—just like you do. Needless to say, with all these beloved critters in the house, veterinary medicine plays a continuous and valuable role in our lives. It’s important to us that our menagerie has the best medical care, and we’re always on the lookout for ways to keep everyone healthy and happy. We also feel that the kids learn compassion and responsibility through the experience.

As a physician and an author, I always emphasize that the most important step you can take for your own health is to really understand how your body works. By taking your health into your own hands—for example, learning why diseases occur, and what causes aging—you can live longer, and look and feel your very best. Knowing your body gives you the motivation to keep it young and strong.

The same concepts hold true concerning the well-being of our pets. Just as we can control our own health destinies through knowledge, we can protect our pets by learning as much as we can. Yet reliable advice isn’t always easy to come by, regarding our own health or that of our animals. With all the news stories, scientific reports, and medical recommendations that bombard us, it can seem virtually impossible to reach into the constant stream of data and grasp the most important facts. When we wrote YOU: The Owner’s Manual, our goal was to haul out the best catch of useful information from that stream and present it in a way that was easy to comprehend, and hopefully fun as well.

In Vet Confidential, Dr. Murray does the veterinary fishing for you, netting the essentials from a sea of confusing and sometimes contradictory information and delivering them to you in a clear and concise fashion. She also dishes out some facts you probably won’t find anywhere else. By the way, did you know that high blood pressure is as dangerous for pets as it is for us, or that veterinary ophthalmologists can perform cataract surgery similar to that done for humans? Maybe this is the first time you’ve heard that there is even such a thing as a veterinary ophthalmologist! Vet Confidential takes you inside veterinary medicine, so you can become an educated partner in your pet’s medical care. What you learn may amaze you, and will certainly help you keep your pet happy and well.

If you’ve read any of my books, you know that I’m a big fan of quizzes. Here are five questions on topics that are essential for your pet’s well-being. Take a few moments to see how you do.
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The Pet Health Quiz:
 How Much Do You Know About Veterinary Medicine?

1. Every dog should be vaccinated against _______.

a. The intestinal parasite Giardia.

b. Canine parvovirus.

c. Rattlesnake venom.

d. Lyme disease.



2. Every cat should be vaccinated against ________.

a. The feline leukemia virus.

b. Feline immunodeficiency virus.

c. Feline coronavirus.

d. Feline panleukopenia virus.



3. If the veterinarian hears a heart murmur during your cat’s physical exam, the safest plan would be to:

a. Have a chest X-ray taken; if it’s normal, there’s nothing to worry about.

b. Have the murmur monitored yearly to make sure it doesn’t get any louder.

c. Have a cardiac ultrasound performed by a veterinary cardiologist.

d. Put your cat on a low-fat diet.



4. Which of the following is not true regarding high blood pressure in pets?

a. High blood pressure is common in older pets, especially those with certain health conditions.

b. Untreated high blood pressure can result in sudden blindness in cats and dogs.

c. It is difficult to measure blood pressure in pets, especially those weighing less than ten pounds.

d. Some of the same medications used to treat high blood pressure in people are also used for this purpose in dogs and cats.



5. You move to a different city and you’re looking for a new veterinary practice. It’s most important to choose a veterinary practice that _________.

a. Is as close to your house as possible so your pet won’t have to travel too far.

b. Uses up-to-date monitoring equipment on animals under anesthesia.

c. Has a large waiting room with separate areas for dogs and cats.

d. All your new neighbors use.


Answers to the Pet Health Quiz

1. b. Canine vaccines are considered to fall into three categories: core vaccines, which every dog should receive; noncore optional vaccines, which are used in certain dogs based on geographic location and lifestyle; and vaccines that are not generally recommended. Because canine parvovirus is widespread and highly infectious, it is recommended that all dogs be vaccinated against this disease.


2. d. Feline vaccines are also categorized as core, noncore optional, and not generally recommended. On this list, only feline panleukopenia is considered a core vaccine, and all cats should be vaccinated against this devastating infection.


3. c. While chest X-rays are useful in cats with heart murmurs, only a cardiac ultrasound can be used to accurately diagnose a cat with heart disease and ascertain whether medication is necessary. It is not possible to tell whether a cat has significant heart disease by listening to a heart murmur—in fact, some cats with heart disease don’t have a murmur at all. Low-fat diets are not used for cats with heart disease.


4. c. Blood pressure can easily be measured in dogs and cats. High blood pressure occurs in many middle-aged and older pets, particularly those with kidney disease or hormonal conditions. Severely elevated blood pressure that is not discovered and treated can cause blindness due to retinal damage.


5. b. Although your pet may not enjoy traveling to the veterinarian, it is much more essential for your pet’s safety that you use a practice that will properly monitor your pet during anesthesia.





Odds are you just realized that you didn’t learn everything you needed to know about veterinary medicine in the pet store. Now is your chance to get your honorary doctorate. Just as it is true for your own health, the more you know, the better care you can take of your pet—so here’s to a long and healthy life for both of you!
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Standards of Care:

The Informed Veterinary Consumer

Let’s face it: We are a nation of pet lovers. There are more than ninety million pet owners in the United States, and about 160 million pet dogs and cats (yep, they outnumber us!). To many of us, our pets are like family members…in fact, they are family members, albeit rather furry ones. Gone are the days when Rover was relegated to the doghouse out back and Fluffy got a bowl of milk once in a while if she was lucky. Now our pets sleep where we sleep, eat what we eat, and often travel wherever we go, too (in fact, these days room service has a menu just for them).

I look around me and smile at the evidence. I walk to work past doggy day care centers and canine play groups in the park. I see shoppers carefully selecting among myriad brands and flavors of cat food, staring at labels, and offering advice to one another: “Freddy loves their Trout Terrine, but he wouldn’t even touch the Salmon Soufflé.” Our pets have salons, spas, and sitters, designer coats and collars, food so gourmet you could serve it at your next cocktail party, and cookbooks with recipes just for them. Even their names have changed; instead of Spot and Tabby, veterinary practices now care for William, Lucy, Megan, and Matthew.

We’re always on the lookout for the best products for our pets—the most wholesome food, the safest toys, the comfiest carriers. We want to protect our pets and make sure that they live long, happy lives. Yet more important than any product we could purchase is their health care. It’s easy to pick out the most stylish collar for your pet, but how do you choose the right veterinarian? How do you know if your pet is receiving proper medical treatment or the most effective therapy when she’s sick?

For our own health, there are expected standards of practice. The human medical profession is held to stringent criteria, and patients and their families are vigilant in judging the care they have received. People are adept at finding the right doctor or specialist: requesting referrals, searching medical directories for recommendations, or canvassing friends and colleagues. We painstakingly research symptoms and illnesses on medical websites. We expect to be fully informed by our doctors and don’t hesitate to seek a second opinion when we have doubts. Pet owners should be equally demanding consumers. You should be able to rely on certain standards of care from the veterinary profession and have the resources to help you ensure this is the case.

Veterinary medicine has made remarkable progress. Yet there is still much disparity in the health care provided for pets. As a practicing veterinarian, blessed to have met so many devoted pet owners, I’ve discovered that most are unaware of the standard of veterinary care they should expect for their pets or the current developments in the field that could benefit their animals. Often, they learn too late to help a pet in need. Not only should pet owners be able to expect a high standard of general health care, but they should also be given the opportunity to take advantage of the latest advances when a pet’s health requires it. The days are past when there was only one vet in town and little that could be done for a sick animal. Now pet owners have choices, and they deserve the knowledge that will allow them to make best use of those choices for their pets’ well-being.

My goal is to give you that knowledge. Whether you’re choosing a general veterinarian or seeking help for an animal who has become ill, you should have the tools to ensure that your pet receives the best care possible. Our canine and feline companions have become very important to us, and the public is now questioning the veterinary profession, from the vaccines we use to the drugs we prescribe. Many pet owners feel lost when their pets become ill—unsure where to turn or who to trust. When these issues arise, people may look to unreliable sources of information on the Internet or elsewhere. This book will help you to become informed so that you can pick the right veterinary practice for your pet, demand the best treatment if he becomes ill, and protect yourself from dubious advice from any source.

By becoming an informed veterinary consumer, you won’t just benefit your own pet; you’ll be protecting all of them. How? By helping to raise the bar for every pet’s health care. If pet owners begin selecting veterinary practices that can measure pets’ blood pressure, maybe one day every practice will have this equipment. If enough pet owners insist that their pets be properly monitored while under anesthesia, someday every pet will have this safeguard. If more pet owners request pain medication for a pet who has had surgery, maybe it will be prescribed for others as well. If owners of sick pets inquire about referral to a specialist, perhaps this option will be suggested more often.

Veterinary medicine is an amazing profession. I see in it the best side of human nature; surely giving care to those of another species is a manifestation of the goodness that is in us. Whenever I begin to take this for granted, a moment will come when I step back and suddenly glimpse again how remarkable it truly is. And the bond between pets and their human guardians is a similarly wonderful thing: a love that crosses species boundaries and brings warmth and happiness to the lives of so many. Our job as veterinarians is to safeguard that bond by doing our utmost to keep pets healthy and safe, and being a trustworthy resource for pet owners to rely on. We have a responsibility to live up to the faith that is placed in us.

A word about language: Many people are no longer comfortable with the phrase pet owner, protesting that our pets are not property as this term implies. In fact, some would do away with the word pet as well, feeling that it diminishes the essential role animals play in our lives, as family members, friends, and valued companions. Yet no satisfactory replacements are currently in place for this terminology. In my profession, we often refer to people as their pets’ parents; it is common for a veterinarian to say, “Phoebe’s dad called to say she’s been vomiting again,” or “Max’s mom is coming to pick him up at six.”

However, there are those who are not quite ready to be referred to as the parents of their dogs and cats. Human guardian has been proposed but is rather awkward; animal companion has been substituted for pet but is also fairly cumbersome. So, with apologies, I have chosen to stick with pet and pet owner for now, due to the lack of ready alternatives. These terms have not seemed to hinder the relationship between my patients and their people, so I can live with them for the time being, and hopefully you will forgive their use in this book.

[image: image]CHAPTER WORKSHEETS

At the end of each chapter, you will find one or more relevant worksheets. These have been designed to help you put the information in this book to practical use for your own pet. Some provide summaries of relevant points that were covered so that you have the most important facts readily at hand; others are checklists that you can use as aids in various aspects of your pet’s health care. The aim of this book is to help you to become a knowledgeable and effective advocate for your pet’s health, working in partnership with a trusted veterinarian to keep your furry family members vital and happy. I hope these worksheets will make it a bit easier for you to achieve that goal.
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On the Scent:

Tracking Down the Best Veterinary Practice for Your Pet

You’ve decided to become an informed veterinary consumer, and this decision is going to greatly benefit your pet’s well-being. The first step toward your goal of ensuring that your pet receives the very best health care available is to carefully select a veterinarian. Just as in every profession, there can be real differences among veterinary practices. By learning what to look for (and what to avoid), you will be able to make educated decisions with your pet’s particular needs in mind. There are many excellent practices providing up-to-date, high-quality medicine, and others that are unable to offer the same level of care or have fallen behind. The key for pet owners is to possess the tools to make an accurate assessment and choose wisely.


How do I choose the right veterinarian for my pet?


There are various times when you need to select a veterinarian. Maybe you’ve just brought home a new pet (or two). Or perhaps you’ve recently moved and are searching for a good practice nearby. If your pet has developed health problems, you may suddenly find it more important than ever that she has the best care available. You may even have concerns about your current veterinary practice and be considering a change.

When you find yourself looking for a veterinarian—for whatever reason—what’s the best way to go about choosing the right one for your pet?

If you’re like most people, you have some personal preferences that may influence your choice. Maybe there’s a practice that’s in a particularly convenient location or has hours best suited to your schedule. Perhaps you feel your dog is more comfortable with a female doctor, or your cat is happier in practices that handle only felines. There may be a local veterinary hospital that your family has trusted for years, or that a friend recommends.

These considerations are indeed important, but you should also weigh some objective criteria when deciding which doctor to entrust with your pet’s well-being. If you have a choice of practices in your area, you want to use the one that offers your pet the highest standard of care and avoid those that aren’t achieving the quality of medicine you’re seeking. To help you in your search, I’ve compiled a list of questions that will enable you to evaluate various aspects of each veterinary practice you consider. The areas covered include patient care, equipment, staffing, philosophy, and how up-to-date the facility is. Using this checklist, you will gain the ability to more knowledgeably oversee your pet’s health care.

[image: image]THE CHECKLIST

The checklist is divided into two sections. The first contains questions about the veterinary practice you’re considering that can be answered over the phone by a staff member. The second section contains topics that are best evaluated during an appointment. There are two worksheets at the end of the chapter where you can record the information you gather.

One option when you’re evaluating a new practice is to schedule an appointment to take place without your pet. This will allow you and the veterinarian to focus on your concerns and have enough time for an informative discussion. Also, since your pet won’t have been seen at the practice, you may feel less awkward if you decide not to return. Be prepared to pay the normal fee for the appointment, even though your pet is not present. Don’t feel hesitant about letting the veterinarian know that you are trying to pick the right practice for your pet; many parents interview several pediatricians before selecting a doctor for their children, and you, too, have every right to do some investigating.

If this suggestion is not convenient or affordable for you, you can evaluate the practice during your pet’s first visit. You probably shouldn’t expect to be able to stop by a practice your pet has never been to and speak to the veterinarian without an appointment.


What if I am too shy to ask these kinds of questions?


We all sometimes find ourselves losing our voice: at the doctor’s or veterinarian’s office or even the hair salon. We don’t want to annoy or impose upon anyone, and we feel embarrassed to speak up. Keep in mind that veterinary practices are there to serve you and your pet. You are entrusting them with your pet’s well-being, and you are paying for their services. You certainly wouldn’t buy a car or choose a vacation spot without asking plenty of questions and having a sense of what to expect. I bet you feel more strongly about your pet’s health than either of those. So ask away!

I appreciate clients who care enough to ask questions; they allow me to practice the best medicine. Always remember that a veterinarian should value a client like you and be gracious in addressing your concerns. If not, you may want to consider another practice.


What if I have concerns about my pet’s current veterinary practice?


You can use the checklist to help you evaluate your current veterinary practice and perhaps pinpoint the cause for your concern. I’m surprised by how many pet owners stay with a practice despite being uncomfortable there or dissatisfied with their pet’s care. They may not realize that there can be significant differences among practices, or they may feel awkward about leaving, particularly if they are long-term clients. The truth is that veterinarians are accustomed to clients coming and going. As professionals, they see this as a normal part of doing business. Like any other relationship, there must be a good fit between you and your veterinarian; if it doesn’t feel right, it is perfectly natural to consider a change. Your pet’s health must always be your top priority. Your decisions should be made with that responsibility in mind.

Sometimes people are unsure about how to diplomatically go about shifting their pet’s care from one veterinarian to another. If you decide to try a different practice, simply ask that a copy of your pet’s complete records be mailed to you. You don’t need to indicate the reason why you want the file, or that you have decided to take your pet elsewhere.


How can I narrow down the practices in my area?


You can start by finding out which practices are accredited by the American Animal Hospital Association (AAHA). Participation is voluntary, and whether or not a practice has chosen to be evaluated by the AAHA can be an indication of its commitment to providing a high level of care. AAHA accreditation involves an on-site evaluation to determine if the practice meets all the standards established by the association, and then periodic reviews to ensure that it continues to meet those standards. The practice is graded in many areas, including the facility, staff, equipment, and patient care. Only veterinary hospitals that meet the rigorous AAHA standards receive accreditation.

You can look for accredited practices on the AAHA’s website (www.healthypet.com) or in the phone book, or by calling local practices to inquire about their status.




TIP Another good way to find a practice in your area is to get a recommendation from an equally concerned pet owner. Ask your friends, neighbors, and colleagues for the name of their veterinarian and how they feel about the practice. But be sure to ask specific questions, such as the ones that follow. It’s wonderful that your neighbor loves her dog’s doctor, but you need to make sure the practice provides the level of care you are looking for.



[image: image]CHECKLIST: BEFORE YOU MAKE AN APPOINTMENT

To see if a practice meets your needs, you can ask the following preliminary questions over the telephone. A staff member should be cheerfully willing and able to give you this information. If the person who answers the phone can’t supply all the answers, ask to speak to the office manager or medical director. Explain that you are looking for a veterinarian for your pet and that you would like to learn more about their practice. It is perfectly acceptable for them to request to return your call if they are busy.

1. How are patients in the hospital monitored during the night?

If your pet should ever require overnight hospitalization, you must be confident that he will receive adequate care. Some pets are hospitalized primarily for the purpose of cage rest—for example, an animal with a bandage, splint, or fracture who may suffer further injury from too much movement. In situations such as this, the pet doesn’t necessarily need to be observed during the night.

A pet who is ill or recovering from surgery, however, can benefit greatly from being monitored overnight. For example, the animal will be able to receive necessary medications and intravenous fluids throughout the night. Patients who are on IV fluids should receive them continuously, and this must be closely supervised. And if something serious happens, such as bleeding, severe discomfort, or deterioration of the animal’s condition, overnight monitoring can prove crucial and sometimes lifesaving.

The degree of overnight care provided varies widely among veterinary practices. Some practices are unable to provide any type of care at night; some have an employee who intermittently stops by to check on the patients or administer treatments. Other practices have one or more veterinary technicians and/or doctors treating and monitoring the patients throughout the night.

A practice that does not provide overnight care may suggest that your pet be hospitalized at another facility until she is more stable. Some practices have an arrangement whereby the animals are transferred to an overnight care facility during the night, and then returned to the practice during the day. This can be cumbersome for owners, who are generally the ones transporting their pets back and forth, but it does provide a safety net. In any case, the situation you want to avoid is one in which your pet is left alone overnight when doing so may threaten her health or comfort.

Many excellent veterinarians practice in situations where the cost of having an overnight employee is not warranted. Naturally, some smaller practices are not as equipped as larger animal hospitals to deal with very ill or postoperative patients. What matters is that the practice handles these situations appropriately by referring patients to another facility when needed. It’s crucial that the practice recognizes that the need for overnight care can arise, and that they have established a plan ensuring that such care is provided when necessary for the patient’s safety, whether at their office or at another facility. Avoid using a practice where sick or postoperative patients are kept alone at night.




Questions to ask:

• How do you handle overnight care for your patients?

• Is there an overnight employee? If so, is she monitoring the patients continuously, or does she stop by periodically?

• Is the overnight employee either a veterinarian or licensed veterinary technician?



2. Does the practice use adequate and modern equipment?

Veterinary practices vary widely in their equipment. Still, certain types of equipment are so essential, I recommend you select a practice that has them on the premises. These four examples can be used as benchmarks to help assess whether the practice is well equipped and up-to-date.

         

Blood pressure equipment: Just like in people, many health conditions cause animals to develop perilously high or low blood pressure, and this relatively simple equipment can make an enormous difference in your pet’s care. For example, animals can have high blood pressure that leads to a stroke or blindness (especially those with kidney disease or hormonal disorders), and animals who are under anesthesia or very ill may develop dangerously low blood pressure. You might be surprised to learn how many veterinary practices do not have this basic item and cannot measure their patients’ blood pressure.

         

PCV centrifuge: A PCV centrifuge allows veterinarians to quickly measure an animal’s red blood cell level using a small blood sample called a PCV, or packed cell volume. This equipment can be lifesaving for patients who are anemic or have blood loss. For example, during surgery, an animal may lose enough blood to require a transfusion. With a PCV centrifuge, the patient’s red blood cell level can be measured immediately, instead of waiting for a blood test to be sent out to a laboratory. Without this equipment, it is difficult for a practice to safely handle such situations.
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A cat having his blood pressure measured with a cuff on the front leg

Pulse oximeter: A pulse oximeter is used to monitor an animal’s oxygen level. This is critical for patients under anesthesia as well as for those who have difficulty breathing, such as pets with pneumonia or heart failure.

         

Radiology equipment: Most veterinary practices have radiology equipment, but not all of the equipment will be of the same quality. For example, older machines require the X-rays to be developed by hand; newer automatic processors for film development result in higher-quality diagnostic radiographs. Poor-quality radiographs are much harder to interpret, and important information can be missed. The latest technology in this area is digital radiography, which is more commonly found in very large or specialized practices. I recommend you choose a practice that uses an automatic processor—or has digital radiography, which does not require developing.
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If possible, choose a practice that has all these pieces of equipment. If this is not available in your area, choose the one that seems best equipped or best meets all the other standards.
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A cat having his blood oxygen level measured with a pulse oximeter on his paw



Questions to ask:

• Do you have equipment to measure patients’ blood pressure?

• Do you have equipment to measure patients’ red blood cell levels, such as a PCV centrifuge?

• Do you have equipment to measure patients’ oxygen levels, such as a pulse oximeter?

• Do you use an automatic processor to develop X-rays? (Or do you have digital radiography?)



3. Does the practice refer patients to specialists?

There are many veterinary specialties, and at some point referral to a specialist or advanced care facility may be necessary for your pet. I’ll be discussing this in much more detail in chapter 4. For example, an animal who needs major surgery may be referred to a surgeon, one with a heart murmur may be referred to a cardiologist, and one with liver disease, kidney failure, or another organ problem may be referred to an internist.

Besides offering expertise in particular areas of medicine, specialty practice groups also provide a heightened level of care. For example, an animal who is very sick or in need of major surgery may be referred to a facility with an intensive care unit (ICU) featuring advanced monitoring capabilities and nursing around the clock.

You want to be sure that your chosen veterinary practice is willing to refer your pet, when it’s in his best interest, to a specialist or advanced care facility. Think of it this way: Referring a patient to a specialist is like passing the ball to someone who is in a better scoring position—an unselfish act for the greater good. You don’t want to be on a team with someone who hogs the ball.

You should be concerned if the practice’s approach is We don’t need to refer, we can do everything here, especially if the practice does not offer a variety of board-certified specialists as well as twenty-four-hour care. This philosophy should make you concerned about your pet’s safety as well as the practice’s priorities.




Questions to ask:

• Do you refer critical patients to an advanced care facility? If so, which one?

• In what situations do you refer patients to a specialist?

• Do you refer patients to specialists for major surgery or advanced diagnostic procedures such as ultrasound?

• Do you refer patients who have conditions that are difficult to diagnose or treat to specialists for a second opinion?



4. Are modern anesthetic techniques employed?

I cannot stress strongly enough how important this issue is for your pet. When evaluating whether a practice is using the safest and most current methods of anesthesia, there are three critical factors to look for.

First, find out the type of anesthesia that is used by the practice. The current standard of care is that patients undergoing surgery are anesthetized using one of the modern types of gas anesthesia. Only very brief procedures such as replacing a splint or taking an X-ray should be performed under injectable sedation.




TIP The two modern types of gas anesthesia commonly used by veterinarians are isoflurane and sevoflurane. Halothane, an older gas anesthetic, is not as safe. Do not use a practice that performs surgery without using modern gas anesthesia.





Second, any patient under anesthesia should have an IV catheter in place. During an anesthetic emergency, the catheter is used to quickly deliver potentially lifesaving drugs and fluids. For example, if an animal’s heart rate becomes dangerously low, a drug called atropine can be injected; if her heart stops, a drug called epinephrine can be given; and if her blood pressure drops too low, intravenous fluids and drugs can be delivered to correct this.

Third, patients should be intubated while under anesthesia. Intubation, which is the placement of a tube in the trachea (windpipe), greatly increases the safety of a patient under anesthesia. The tube delivers oxygen to the patient to keep levels adequate, and if his breathing slows or stops, or his oxygen level drops too low, the tube can be used to assist the animal in breathing. During respiratory or cardiac arrest, the tube can be used for prompt resuscitation. In addition, while the animal is anesthetized and unable to swallow or cough on his own, the tube prevents saliva, blood, or regurgitated food from entering the trachea and lungs.
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A cat with an intravenous catheter in place
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A tube has been placed in the trachea of this anesthetized dog to safely administer anesthetic gas and oxygen, and to prevent saliva or regurgitated food from entering the lungs. The dog has a pulse oximeter on his paw to monitor his blood oxygen level.



Questions to ask:

• What types of modern gas anesthetics are used at the practice?

• Do patients have an intravenous catheter placed prior to anesthetic procedures?

• Are patients intubated during anesthesia?



5. Are patients properly monitored during anesthesia?

With current technology, there are many ways to monitor a patient under anesthesia. The oxygen level, heart rhythm, and blood pressure can be measured continuously. This type of monitoring is crucial in preventing anesthetic fatalities; by warning the doctor and technician that the patient’s oxygen level or heart rate is falling, it allows intervention to occur before it is too late.

Ideally, the practice should use equipment that allows all three of these vital signs to be followed during anesthesia. At a minimum, the pet’s oxygen level and pulse rate should be monitored during the procedure by a pulse oximeter, which displays the blood oxygen level and heart rate continuously. If your pet has had anesthesia, you can ask to see her medical file, where there should be a record of her vital signs noted throughout the time she was anesthetized.

It is safest if a technician or another doctor monitors anesthesia while the veterinarian performs surgery: It’s difficult to effectively focus on both patient monitoring and the surgical procedure at the same time.




Questions to ask:

• What kind of monitoring equipment is used for patients under anesthesia?

• Is a pulse oximeter attached to each patient to monitor oxygen levels?

• Is the equipment used during every anesthetic procedure, or only for certain patients?

• Who is monitoring the patient during anesthesia? Is there a veterinary technician assisting with anesthesia, or is the veterinarian alone with the patient while performing surgery?



6. Does the practice have licensed or experienced veterinary technicians?

The laws regarding veterinary technicians vary from state to state. Some states require veterinary technicians to be licensed, similar to a registered nurse for humans; others do not. Licensed technicians receive rigorous training in many areas, including how to properly measure and administer drugs, draw blood, place intravenous catheters, take radiographs, use anesthetic equipment, and monitor animals under anesthesia.

If your state requires licensing, check to see if the practice uses only licensed technicians. Even in states where this is not required by law, some practices will have licensed technicians. The more licensed technicians they have, the better for your pet. If the practice has unlicensed technicians, it is important to find out their level of experience, since they must learn their skills on the job rather than through formal training.




TIP The first step is to find out whether your state requires all veterinary technicians to be licensed. You can do this by calling the American Association of Veterinary State Boards at (877) 698-8482, or by going to their website, www.aavsb.org.







Questions to ask:

• If the state requires licensing of technicians: Do you use only licensed technicians?

• If the state does not require technicians to be licensed: Do you have any licensed technicians on staff?

• What is the level of training and experience level of any unlicensed technicians?



7. Is the practice AAHA-accredited?

As I discussed earlier, the American Animal Hospital Association (AAHA) provides voluntary accreditation to veterinary hospitals that meet stringent standards. AAHA accreditation provides you with assurance that the practice has met benchmarks in a variety of areas, including up-to-date facilities, equipment, patient care, and staffing. If there is an AAHA-accredited hospital in your area, this accreditation is a reassuring sign that the practice strives for a high standard of care.




Question to ask:

• Is the practice AAHA-accredited? (You can also check the AAHA website, www.healthypets.com.)



8. How many veterinarians are at the practice?

Although many wonderful veterinarians are solo practitioners, multidoctor practices may offer some advantages.

When there are several veterinarians in an office, your pet gets the benefit of the doctors’ combined experience and knowledge. If a particular radiograph or test result is confusing, a veterinarian can confer with one or more of the other doctors, who may have encountered something similar or who are particularly skilled at interpretation. Additionally, different veterinarians have different areas of expertise. One may be adept at treating skin problems, another at surgery. Because it is difficult for any one practitioner to read every recent article or study and attend lectures on all the latest advances, you may feel more secure in going to a group where the doctors have complementary skill sets and knowledge.

In a group practice, there are also different levels of experience among the doctors, which can be an asset. More seasoned veterinarians are able to advise younger doctors; recent graduates, who tend to be very up-to-date on all the latest theories and technology, can help keep veterans on their toes. (Unfortunately, it is easy to quickly become obsolete in the practice of medicine, human or veterinary.) Unlike the situation in human medicine, veterinarians are not required to perform an internship after receiving their degrees, but can go straight into practice. Many do choose to undergo this valuable postgraduate training, however, and it is an advantage if any of the veterinarians at the practice have completed an internship program.

Some group practices have one or more board-certified specialists on staff, which is a bonus. Additionally, multidoctor practices are often able to afford more advanced equipment and a larger staff, such as overnight employees. They may have more extensive office hours as well.




Questions to ask:

• How many veterinarians are in your practice?

• Have any of the veterinarians completed an internship program?

• Are any of the veterinarians board-certified specialists? If so, in what areas?

• What are the office hours of the practice?





What if a practice does not pass every question?


The ideal practice would answer every question with flying colors, yet realistically you may not find one in your area that does so. Look for the practice that satisfies the highest number of these criteria, and also use your common sense and instincts to decide which practice seems to best meet the spirit of the standards we have discussed.

[image: image]CHECKLIST: AT YOUR APPOINTMENT

If you are satisfied with the responses to the preliminary round of questions, you can use the following criteria to evaluate the practice during an appointment with or without your pet.

1. Is the practice clean and well organized?

In the practice of medicine, cleanliness is more than just cosmetic. It helps prevent the spread of infection and creates a more comfortable, less stressful environment for the patients. Attention to detail is key to effective patient care. Disorganization is more than just unsightly; it can be dangerous! Mix-ups with medication or test results can be life threatening to patients.

Take a look around the waiting area while you wait for your appointment to begin. Then look around the exam room. Additionally, ask to see where the hospitalized animals are kept (unless the staff are especially busy, they should be willing to take you there for a quick look). Pay particular attention to the following key factors:


• Does everything appear clean and tidy? Does it smell okay (within reason for an animal hospital)?


• Do the records and other paperwork at the front desk seem organized?


• Are the employees’ uniforms clean and neat?


• In the exam room, are the table and equipment immaculate?


If they allow you to visit the hospitalized-patient area, ask yourself these questions:


• Is the area sanitary and well lit? Are the cages clean and dry, with some type of bedding or paper inside?


• Are the counters, tables, and floors clean and free of blood, urine, feces, uncapped needles, or used syringes?

2. Does the practice keep complete and detailed medical records?

Although there are specific laws that regulate proper medical record keeping, it’s impossible for every veterinary practice to be monitored (except by pet owners themselves). But that doesn’t mean that a practice can or should ignore the rules. Sloppy and/or incomplete medical records can indicate sloppy and/or incomplete medical care.

If medical records are not complete and detailed, there is no reason to assume that the patient’s care was any better. Each time a pet is seen and examined, a full report of the findings should be entered in the medical record. The pet’s symptoms should be noted, as well as other pertinent information from the owner. All physical exam findings should be listed, not just the abnormal ones. Different possible diagnoses, and the veterinarian’s plan for obtaining a definitive diagnosis, should be outlined.

In contrast, merely jotting down a few lines of illegible chicken scratch is insufficient. It may save the doctor time, but it’s not acceptable medical practice. Another veterinarian reading a patient’s record should be able to easily understand everything that has happened in the animal’s medical history, how the animal was treated, and why.

At the conclusion of your first appointment, you can ask for a copy of the record (or if you have been using the practice, you can request previous records). Owners are entitled to copies of their pet’s complete medical records. You should receive every page, not selected ones. If you ask for the records, this request should be honored promptly and pleasantly (but don’t expect the receptionist with ten clients in the waiting room to drop everything and start photocopying!). The copy should include your pet’s entire medical file, including the doctor’s handwritten or typed notes, physical exam findings, test results, surgery reports, and daily treatment sheets if your animal has been hospitalized. If any of these items appears to be missing, you can ask to review the original record, though you cannot take it off the premises. Don’t worry if you can’t understand all the medical terminology; you can still evaluate the records for completeness and organization.

Here are specific items to look for:


• Each time your pet was seen, a thorough medical history and complete physical exam should be recorded (see chapter 2).


• If your pet had surgery, the record should include a complete description of the procedure. For example, the veterinarian should record how the surgery was performed step-by-step, what kind of suture material was chosen
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