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A Second Opinion: Arnold S. Relman

In the world of medicine, the importance of a second opinion cannot be overstated,
especially when it comes to serious diagnoses or treatment plans. One figure who has
significantly contributed to the discourse on healthcare and medical ethics is Dr. Arnold S.
Relman. A prominent physician, medical ethicist, and former editor of the New England
Journal of Medicine, Relman has been an advocate for patient welfare and has raised
important questions regarding the commercialization of healthcare. This article explores
Dr. Relman’s thoughts on the necessity of a second opinion, the implications of his work,
and the broader context of healthcare ethics.

Who is Arnold S. Relman?

Arnold S. Relman was born on June 24, 1923, and passed away on June 17, 2020. His
career spanned several decades, during which he made significant contributions to the
fields of medicine and medical ethics. Relman graduated from Harvard Medical School
and went on to serve as a professor of medicine at Harvard University. He became the
editor of the New England Journal of Medicine in 1977, a position he held until 1991.

Contributions to Medicine

Dr. Relman’s contributions to medicine are multifaceted. He was known for his rigorous
standards in medical publishing and his commitment to scientific integrity. Under his
editorship, the New England Journal of Medicine became one of the most respected
medical journals in the world. His editorial policies emphasized the importance of
evidence-based medicine, promoting studies that were methodologically sound and
clinically relevant.

Advocacy for Medical Ethics

In addition to his editorial work, Relman was a vocal advocate for ethical practices in
medicine. He was particularly concerned about the growing influence of commercial
interests in healthcare, arguing that profit motives could compromise patient care. His
writings often highlighted the need for physicians to prioritize patient welfare over
financial incentives.

The Importance of a Second Opinion

The concept of obtaining a second opinion is essential in healthcare. A second opinion



serves multiple purposes, including:

1. Validation of Diagnosis: A new physician may confirm or dispute the original diagnosis
based on their assessment.

2. Alternative Treatment Options: Different doctors may suggest various treatment plans,
allowing patients to make more informed decisions.

3. Increased Patient Confidence: Knowing that another expert agrees with the initial
diagnosis or treatment can provide peace of mind.

4. Avoiding Unnecessary Procedures: A second opinion can help patients avoid invasive or
unnecessary treatments.

Relman’s Perspective on Second Opinions

Dr. Relman strongly endorsed the practice of seeking a second opinion, especially for
serious health conditions. He believed that patients should feel empowered to question
their diagnoses and treatment options. In his view, the healthcare system should facilitate
this process rather than hinder it. His arguments for second opinions are grounded in
several key principles:

- Patient Autonomy: Relman championed the idea that patients have the right to make
informed choices about their health. A second opinion enhances this autonomy by
providing additional information.

- Quality of Care: By encouraging a culture of second opinions, healthcare providers can
ensure that patients receive the highest standard of care.

- Patient Safety: Mistakes in diagnosis or treatment can have dire consequences. A second
opinion serves as a safeguard against such errors.

The Commercialization of Healthcare

One of the central themes in Relman’s work was the commercialization of healthcare. He
argued that the increasing influence of business interests in medicine could negatively
impact patient care. His concerns included:

1. Profit Over Patient Care: Relman believed that when healthcare becomes a profit-driven
enterprise, the focus shifts from patient welfare to financial gain.

2. Incentives for Unnecessary Treatments: He argued that financial incentives can lead to
unnecessary procedures or tests, which not only burden patients but also drive up
healthcare costs.

3. Erosion of Trust: The commercialization of healthcare can erode the trust between
patients and physicians, as patients may question whether their doctor’s recommendations
are in their best interest or influenced by financial motives.

Addressing Commercialization through Second Opinions

Relman suggested that promoting second opinions could mitigate some of the negative



effects of commercialization. By encouraging patients to seek alternative perspectives, the
focus could shift back to quality care. Some key points include:

- Encouraging Transparency: A culture that supports second opinions fosters transparency
in healthcare, as physicians are held accountable for their recommendations.

- Empowerment of Patients: Patients who seek second opinions are more likely to engage
in their healthcare decisions, leading to better outcomes.

- Diversified Perspectives: Multiple viewpoints can challenge the status quo, leading to
innovations and improvements in treatment approaches.

Challenges in Seeking a Second Opinion

While the benefits of obtaining a second opinion are clear, there are several challenges
that patients may face:

1. Access to Specialists: Depending on their geographical location, patients may find it
difficult to access specialists who can provide a second opinion.

2. Time Constraints: Patients may feel rushed to make decisions about their healthcare,
leading them to forgo a second opinion.

3. Insurance Limitations: Some insurance plans may not cover the costs associated with
obtaining a second opinion, creating a financial barrier for patients.

4. Emotional Factors: The anxiety surrounding a serious diagnosis can make patients
hesitant to seek additional evaluations.

Encouraging a Culture of Second Opinions

To overcome these challenges, healthcare providers and systems can take proactive steps:

- Educating Patients: Healthcare professionals should inform patients about the benefits of
second opinions and how to navigate the process.

- Streamlining Referrals: Simplifying the referral process can make it easier for patients to
seek second opinions from specialists.

- Insurance Reforms: Advocating for policies that cover second opinions under insurance
plans can reduce financial barriers.

- Providing Support: Emotional support and counseling can help patients feel more
comfortable seeking additional evaluations.

Conclusion

Arnold S. Relman’s contributions to the field of medicine and his advocacy for ethical
practices have left a lasting impact on healthcare. His emphasis on the importance of a
second opinion serves as a vital reminder for patients and healthcare providers alike. In an
era where the commercialization of healthcare poses significant challenges, Relman’s
insights encourage a return to patient-centered care, where informed decision-making and
ethical considerations take precedence. By fostering a culture that values second opinions,



we can enhance patient autonomy, improve quality of care, and ultimately create a
healthcare system that prioritizes the well-being of patients above all.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Arnold S. Relman?

Arnold S. Relman was an American internist, medical educator, and editor of the New
England Journal of Medicine, known for his influential views on healthcare reform and the
medical profession.

What is the significance of 'A Second Opinion' by Arnold
S. Relman?

'A Second Opinion' is a critical examination of the American healthcare system, addressing
issues such as profit motives in medicine, the role of pharmaceutical companies, and the
need for reform.

What are the main themes discussed in 'A Second
Opinion'?

The main themes include the commercialization of healthcare, the ethical responsibilities
of physicians, and the importance of prioritizing patient care over profits.

How does Relman view the role of private insurance in
healthcare?

Relman critiques private insurance for contributing to inefficiencies and inequities in the
healthcare system, advocating for a more equitable approach to healthcare financing.

What solutions does Relman propose for improving the
healthcare system?

Relman suggests implementing a single-payer healthcare system, increasing transparency
in medical billing, and emphasizing preventive care and public health initiatives.

How has 'A Second Opinion' influenced healthcare
policy discussions?

The book has sparked discussions on healthcare reform, encouraging policymakers and
the public to reconsider the structure of the healthcare system and the impact of
corporate interests.



What criticisms have been made regarding Relman's
views?
Critics argue that Relman's proposals may overlook the complexities of implementing a

single-payer system and the potential impact on innovation and patient choice in
healthcare.

How does Relman's background in medicine inform his
arguments in the book?

Relman's extensive experience as a physician and medical educator provides him with a
deep understanding of the challenges faced by healthcare providers and patients, lending
credibility to his critiques.

What impact has ‘A Second Opinion' had on public
awareness of healthcare issues?

The book has raised awareness about the detrimental effects of profit-driven healthcare,
fostering a greater public interest in reform and the quest for a more equitable healthcare
system.
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