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The rx Headache
How You Can ease the Pain
Lynne White-Shim, MS, DVM, and
Kimberly May, DVM, MS
t has been a long, busy day at the clinic. With one patient
in particular, you dedicated extensive time and effort to
determine a diagnosis and appropriate treatment plan.
After explaining to the owner what medications you will be
dispensing, she asks, “Can I get a prescription instead? It’s
so much cheaper to buy medications online.”

I

this is the moment you have begun to dread: the prescription discussion. And you wonder, what happened to the “good
old days,” when the veterinarian dispensed medications and
we all lived happily ever after?
However, the reality is—online pharmacies are here to stay.
By purchasing in high volume, these pharmacies can often
offer medications at prices well below those paid by veterinarians just to obtain them.
PET OWNER PERCEPTIONS & REALITIES
Online pharmacies bombard pet owners with online, television,
and radio commercials focused on convincing them that veterinarians are overcharging for medications. this message is
reinforced when clients only pay a few dollars for many of their
own prescriptions.
in addition, not only have necessary costs for maintaining
family life, such as groceries and gas, risen and continue to
rise, but so have the costs of pet food, supplies, and veterinary care. Pet owners are increasingly seeking cost savings
when it comes their pets’ care, including shopping by price
for medications.
there’s a storm brewing that threatens to undermine our
reputation as compassionate providers who are not driven by
monetary gain. Owners want the freedom to choose where they
fill prescriptions for their pets and how much they pay. this is
not a fad—it is becoming the status quo.
ANSWERS TO KEY QUESTIONS
How do I compete with online pharmacies?
• consider establishing your own online pharmacy. several
options are available to practicing veterinarians. Be sure to
follow all state rules because rules on disclosure may apply.
• some veterinary practices will match prices offered by online pharmacies. this decision is up to you, based on your
preferences and financial feasibility.

• educate clients about the benefits of purchasing medications through their veterinary clinic rather than online
pharmacies (see The Prescription Discussion, page
58), and train the practice team about how to have this
conversation with clients.
How can I help clients make informed prescription
purchases?
1. Provide clients with a:
• Good pharmaceutical source for their pets’ medications and/or the information they need to make an educated decision.
• copy of, or link to, the FDA’s Be Online Pet Pharmacy A.W.A.R.E brochure,1 which provides guidance on
selecting online pharmacies.
• Link to the National Association of Boards of Pharmacy2 website, which contains links to the respective state
board of pharmacy where pharmacy licenses can generally be verified.
2. Instruct clients to:
• Buy medications from a reputable source that has properly handled, stored, and shipped the medications.
• ensure the medication received is the same as the one
prescribed, in the correct dose and form, and not from
an international source selling non-FDA approved medications.
• Never purchase a prescription drug from a pharmacy
that says no prescription is needed.
• refuse to accept any deviations from the prescription
provided (medication, dose, form, etc) without approval from the prescribing veterinarian.
• contact you or tell the pharmacist to contact you if there
are any questions or concerns about the prescription.
3. Explain that some manufacturers will only guarantee
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their products if purchased from a veterinary clinic, and
identify medications in this category. check with manufacturers to ensure your information is accurate prior to
informing the client.
4. Make sure the prescribing veterinarian’s contact information is readily visible on a written prescription in case the
pharmacist has questions.
Should I provide a prescription if a client requests one?
certainly. Once you decide that a pet needs a prescription
drug, the AVMA Principles of Veterinary Medical Ethics3
state that, when requested by the client, a prescription should
be provided in lieu of a dispensed drug.

The PreScriPTion DiScuSSion
Pet owners want to treat their pets at the best cost
possible, but no pet owner wants to compromise his
or her pet’s health to save money. they need credible
information from respected sources to make wellinformed decisions, and a trusted veterinarian is the
best source for this education.
consider how to best communicate with clients.
Demonstrate your compassion and understanding of
the situation, keeping the focus on positive messages
about preserving the pet’s health. Assure the owner
that your recommendations are based on providing
the highest standard of care for his or her pet.
Avoid scare tactics, such as implying clients are
harming their pets unless they purchase medications
from your clinic. refrain from telling them that purchasing products from your clinic keeps the bills paid,
or that you may need to increase other product prices
if you lose income from dispensing medications.
Most important, remember the long-term value of
keeping that client’s regular business and maintaining goodwill, and the referrals most likely provided
when the client is happy with your clinic’s services.
there are several resources available for veterinarians and pet owners that can help tailor your discussions regarding prescriptions and online pharmacies.
Frequently Asked Questions:
Prescriptions & Pharmacies (AVMA)
For
veterinarians

avma.org/KB/resources/FAQs/
Pages/Prescriptions-andPharmacies-veterinarian-FAQs.aspx

For Pet
Owners

avma.org/KB/resources/FAQs/
Pages/Prescriptions-andPharmacies-Pet-Owner-FAQs.aspx

informational Webpages on online Pharmacies
for Pet owners
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AvMA
Webpage

avma.org/public/PetCare/Pages/
online-pharmacies.aspx

FDA
Webpage

www.fda.gov/animalveterinary/
resourcesforyou/animalhealthliteracy/
ucm203000.htm
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in addition, many states require that, upon request, written prescriptions be provided to clients whose pets need prescription drugs4 and, should any federal prescription-writing
legislation ultimately pass, federal law could also require it.
Many veterinarians readily provide written prescriptions,
whether or not required by law. remember, by providing
a prescription upon request, you are building goodwill with
your client.
Can and should I charge for that prescription?
it takes time to write the prescription, confirm the information, and sign the prescription form. However, clients may
not perceive the value of this service, considering the process simple and quick.
Beyond the need to follow state rules as you consider
whether or how to charge for a prescription, consider the
potential impact on the veterinarian–client relationship:
• charging a fee that your client may find unreasonable can
make them pause and question other fees you charge.
• clients are looking to provide affordable care for their pets;
charging a fee reinforces the message disseminated by
some pharmacies—that veterinarians are strictly focused
on making money.
• While you understand the economic needs of your clients,
they likely do not recognize your own economic limitations
and the impact of changes in drug inventory.
What should I consider before prescribing drugs for
extra-label use?
extra-label use means use of a drug in any way that differs
from what the label says, no matter how slight. When it comes
to prescribing a nonveterinary drug from a pharmacy versus
the clinic, recognize that federal rules apply to extra-label drug
use (eLDU), such as:
• eLDU is permitted only by or under the supervision of a
veterinarian.
• eLDU is allowed only for FDA-approved animal and human
drugs.
• A veterinarian/client/patient relationship is a prerequisite
for all eLDU.
in addition, consider:
• When you administer or prescribe a drug in an extra-label
manner, doing so within the confines of the law will help
you minimize your risk of liability in case of an adverse
event. Failure to follow the FDA’s eLDU regulations could
potentially make you liable if an adverse event occurs.
contact your liability insurance carrier with any questions
about specifics of coverage.
• Gaining informed consent from the client before dispensing or writing a prescription for extra-label use of a drug,
which may include having the client sign a consent form
that is retained in the pet’s medical record. Although the
Animal Medicinal Drug Use clarification Act (AMDUcA) is
generally sufficient to protect patients and the public from
inappropriate eLDU, your state veterinary practice act may
include regulations regarding client consent in eLDU.
• establishing a rapport with your local pharmacists, to help
to ensure that pharmacists understand their roles and
responsibilities for counseling and educating clients when
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filling a veterinary prescription. these include verification
with the prescribing veterinarian should the pharmacist
have any question about the medication or dosage.
the AvMA has created an interactive algorithm to help
clarify appropriate extra-label use of medications.5
If I encounter problems with a pharmacy or medication,
what should I do?
report any:
• Unlawful pharmacy activities to the board of pharmacy2 in
the animal’s state and, if applicable, the board in the pharmacy’s state.
• Perceived threats or intimidations by online pharmacies to
the FDA and state board of pharmacy.2
• Adverse events associated with drugs used in patients to
the manufacturer, who is required to file a report with the
FDA.
IN SUMMARY
Although pharmacies are here to stay, so are veterinarians and
the valuable services we provide for clients and patients. By
communicating helpful information on pharmacies and prescriptions to your clients, these discussions become a routine, but important, part of your patient’s visit. n
AvMA = American veterinary Medical Association; FDA = U.s.
Food & Drug Administration; eLDU = extra-label drug use
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Books for Behavior Medications
Additional information regarding medications and dosages for behavior issues can be found in:
• crowell-Davis sL, Murray t. Veterinary Psychopharmacology. Ames, iA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006.
• Horwitz DF, Neilson Jc. Generalized anxiety. Blackwell’s Five-Minute Veterinary Consult Clinical
Companion Canine & Feline Behavior. Ames, iA:
Blackwell Publishing, 2007, pp 310-319.

IN SUMMARY
While noise and storm phobias are common, they can be
challenging to treat. It is best to address these cases using a
multimodal approach, realizing that no one treatment will
work every time in every dog. n
cc = classical conditioning; DAP = dog appeasing pheromone;
Ds&cc = desensitization and counterconditioning; ssri = selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor; tcA = tricyclic antidepressant
references
1. Levine ed. Feline fear and anxiety. Vet Clin N Am Small Anim Pract 2008; 38(5):10651067.
2. Sapolsky rM. Ulcers, the runs, and hot fudge Sundays. Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers,
4th ed. New York: Henry Holt & Co, 2004, pp 19-36.
3. The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 5th ed. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Company, 2006.
4. Random House Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, 2nd ed. New York: random House,
LLC, 2005.
5. Beaver Bv. Canine Behavior: A Guide for Veterinarians. Philadelphia: wB Saunders,
1999, p 85.
6. Blackwell e, Casey r, Bradshaw J. Firework Fears and Phobias in the Domestic Dog –
Scientific Report for the RSPCA. Published in 2005 and available at rspca.com.
7. dreschel NA, Granger dA. Physiological and behavioral reactivity to stress in
thunderstorm-phobic dogs and their caregivers. Appl Anim Behav Sci 2005; 95(3):153168.
8. Landsberg GM. Treatment of behavioral problems. The Merck Veterinary Manual.
whitehouse Station, NJ: Merck Sharp & dohme Corp, 2010-2013, online.
9. Cottam N, dodman N. Comparison of the effectiveness of a purported anti-static
cape (the Storm defender) vs. a placebo cape in the treatment of canine thunderstorm
phobia as assessed by owners’ reports. Appl Anim Behav Sci 2009; 119(1-2):78-84.
10. Cottam N, dodman N. The effectiveness of the Anxiety wrap in the treatment of canine
thunderstorm phobia: An open-label trial. J Vet Behav 2013; 8(3):154-161.
11. Levine ed, ramos d, Mills dS. A prospective study of two self-help Cd based
desensitization and counter-conditioning programmes with the use of dog appeasing
pheromone (d.A.P.) for the treatment of firework fears in dogs (Canis familiaris). Appl
Anim Behav Sci 2007; 105(4):311-329.
12. Gruen Me, Sherman BL. Use of trazodone as an adjunctive agent in the treatment of
canine anxiety disorders: 56 cases (1995-2007). JAVMA 2008; 233(12):1902-1906.
13. dePorter TL, Landsberg GM. Harmonease Chewable Tablets reduces noise-induced
fear and anxiety in a laboratory canine thunderstorm simulation: A blinded and placebocontrolled study. J Vet Behav 2012; 7(4):225-232.

Terry Marie Curtis, DVM, MS, Diplomate ACVB, is head of the Clinical Behavior Service at the University of Florida College of Veterinary
Medicine and also makes house
calls in Florida and South Georgia for behavior-related cases. She
is the author of a number of peerreviewed articles, including book
chapters in veterinary Clinics of
North America and Blackwell’s FiveMinute veterinary Consult (5th ed). She regularly lectures
at the NAVC Conference, coordinates its day-long behavior symposium, and has appeared on ABC’s Nightline and
NBC’s Today Show. She received her DVM from University of Florida and completed her veterinary behavior residency and MS in psychology at University of Georgia.

September/October 2013

today’s veterinary Practice

59

