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EDUCATING CLIENTS 

 

CLIENT EDUCATION 

Client education is a critical part of your role as a veterinary professional.  One of the most important 
things you can do for the animals in your care is to effectively educate clients about animal health and 
preventative medicine.  
 
Effective communication is a skill that must be practiced and refined over time.  What you say and how 
you say it play an important part in establishing rapport and stimulating open communication.  If the client 
feels that they are being criticized or judged, they will not feel comfortable sharing information or asking 
questions.    
 
In the veterinary-client relationship you have something very important in common-you both care about 
and want to help the animal.  Recognizing and pointing out something special about their animal can 
help break the ice with clients.  Thank them for bringing the animal in and recognize that they are doing a 
great thing for their companion. 
 

When obtaining a medical history or discussing medical conditions and treatments with a client it is 
extremely important to use language that they are able to understand.  Use simple explanations and 
examples that they can relate to.  Stop frequently to verify that the client understands your explanations.  
Repeating important information and explaining more complicated concepts in a number of different 
ways can help the client comprehend what you are saying. 
 

Many clients have not been to a veterinarian before.  They may have little knowledge of basic animal 
health concerns or current preventative health recommendations.  Resources and availability of 
veterinary care vary considerably in each community.  It is very important to consider these issues and to 
make realistic recommendations within the context of individual and community resources. 
 

PATIENT HISTORY 

An accurate and thorough patient history is critical to providing good medical care.  A complete history 
and thorough physical exam are the backbones of medical practice.  Clients should never be asked to 
complete the patient history section of the medical record on their own.  The history should always be 
reviewed with the client by trained personnel who can ask additional follow up questions as needed to 
obtain a complete the clinical history. 
 

Think about what information you are trying to obtain and phrase questions to provide the most useful 
information.  Asking questions that require only a "yes or no" answer will frequently result in incomplete 
or misleading communications.  Asking "Does your dog drink much water?" would not encourage the 
client to provide specific information.  Asking "How much water does your dog drink?", on the other hand, 
requires the owner to describe the amount of water consumed but not judge whether he or she believes 
the amount to be abnormal. 
 

A common tendency when taking a clinical history is to ask leading questions of the client.  In this 
example, asking the question "Your dog doesn't drink much water, does she?" would suggest to the 
client that the appropriate response should be "No, I guess not."  You would thus fail to obtain an 
accurate patient history.  
 

Many of the animals that we treat in the field will be presented by caretakers who do not have extensive 
information on the animal’s background or even daily observations.  The animal may live outdoors or 
roam free much of the time, preventing the caretaker from making close observations.  In order to obtain 
a useful history, it is important to phrase questions in such a way as to obtain the most accurate 
information possible.  Asking, “Has the animal had diarrhea?” may prompt the client to answer “No”, as 
they have not observed the animal to have diarrhea.  Instead, asking “Have you seen the animal’s stool 
recently?” will allow you to determine whether the client can provide an accurate description, or whether 
you may need to look to other physical signs for the information.   
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MEDICAL INSTRUCTIONS AND COMPLIANCE 

A crucial aspect of offering information to clients is to verify that understanding has taken place.  This can 
be achieved by having the client repeat the information or demonstrate the instructions for you.   
 
It may be necessary to repeat the information several times.  Many clients are unable to fully understand  
information the first time it is given.  The most intelligent individuals can become incapable of absorbing 
information when they are concerned about their animal’s health or safety.  Simply asking "Do you 
understand?" or "Do you have any questions?" though important, is not in itself an assurance of 
understanding.  Clients will often say that they understand to avoid appearing unintelligent.  They may 
not have had enough time to assimilate the information and recognize what questions they may have.   
 
It is important to know that people are more likely to remember what they hear than what they have read, 
and what they say is generally retained even longer than what is heard or read.  Therefore, having clients 
repeat the medical information helps them remember it and lets you know if they have understood you.  
 
Animals may present with a number of health or welfare concerns.  Attempting to address all of these 
concerns at one time is likely to overwhelm the client and result in none of the issues being adequately 
understood.  Instead, identify one or two of the most important topics and focus on addressing those.  If 
the client is particularly interested and seems to understand everything, you can always share more 
information.  If at any point the client seems to lose interest or becomes confused, review the most 
important points then stop.   
 
In many cases the information may be too overwhelming for clients to digest in a brief period.  In addition 
to verbal explanation, clients should be given written instructions about their animal’s care to take home 
with them for reference.   
 
Clients should always be encouraged to contact HSVMA-RAVS or a local veterinarian if any questions or 
problems arise. 
 

CLIENT EDUCATION TOPICS 

 
Education of individual caretakers can have a significant effect on the standards of animal care and 
welfare throughout a community.  Each community may have slightly different needs, but the most 
common concerns are addressed here.  Some of the material outlined here may seem very basic.  As 
animal care professionals, this information may seem like common sense or general knowledge, but for 
many of the individuals you will work with, access to animal care resources may be extremely limited and 
the information we present may be entirely new.   
 
Think about how you will explain these concepts to someone who has no previous exposure to them.  It 
is important to use clear, simple language and to provide reasonable solutions that the client can 
successfully follow through with.    
 
We will have written materials and educational displays available for most of the topics covered here.  
Use these materials to reinforce your discussions.  Familiarize yourself with the handouts provided.  
Reviewing the relevant handout with the client and pointing out where to find the information can spark 
their interest and encourage them to read the material at a later time.  The 'Animal Care Record' and 
discharge instructions can serve as a useful outline of topics to discuss with clients at patient intake and 
discharge.  Physical examination findings can be a good starting point for discussion.       
 
In the communities HSVMA-RAVS serves you will find a range of resources and abilities you may be 
quite unfamiliar will.  Use this as an opportunity to stretch your clinical skills and client communication 
abilities.  Effective client communication and education is a skill that must be practiced and developed 
over time.  If you have any questions about the information or skills, do not hesitate to ask for assistance. 
 
 

 


