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Exploring Second Opinions 

A second opinion is when you consult with another healthcare provider for their professional 
review of your diagnosis or treatment plan. This new healthcare provider will review your medical 
records, and their diagnosis and treatment recommendations may align with the first healthcare 
provider’s or offer a different approach.

Getting a second opinion is a way to gain confidence in your healthcare decisions. Here are some 
reasons why you may want to seek a second opinion. 

WHY CONSIDER A SECOND OPINION?

•	 To Feel Secure in Your Decision: When you’re facing a significant health 
decision, a second opinion can provide peace of mind. If the second 
healthcare provider agrees with the first, you can’ll feel more assured in your 
treatment plan. If they offer an alternative, you will have more options to 
consider and can potentially arrange a third opinion. This process can help 
you feel more in control of your health journey.

•	 To Explore Your Options: Not all healthcare providers have access to the 
same treatments, especially in a rapidly advancing field. A second opinion, 
particularly from a specialist or a provider at a major academic or research 
hospital, can introduce you to new possibilities, including advanced 
treatments or clinical trials that may be more tailored to your specific 
condition. This is especially helpful if you have a rare diagnosis.

•	 To Listen To Your Gut: If you feel like your provider isn’t really hearing your concerns or you have a gut 
feeling that there’s more going on with your health than what you’ve been told, getting another perspective 
is completely reasonable. Sometimes a fresh pair of eyes can catch things that were missed.
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WHEN TO SEEK A SECOND OPINION
•	 If a diagnosis is serious or life-altering. This includes conditions like 

cancer, chronic illnesses, or rare diseases. If you’ve been told that your 
condition is untreatable, or that your options are extremely limited, a 
second opinion can provide a fresh persepctive.  

•	 If a treatment plan is risky or invasive. You may want to get a second 
opinion if major surgeries or invasive treatments are recommended. 

•	 If your symptoms are not improving with the current treatment. If 
you’ve been following a plan but aren’t seeing results, a new perspective 
could be useful. 

•	 If you feel uncomfortable with your current provider or their 
recommendation. It can also be a way to find a provider who better 
understands your needs or with whom you feel more comfortable 
discussing your health. This is a common and valid reason to seek 
another opinion. 

•	 If you’ve received conflicting information from different providers. If you’ve seen multiple doctors who 
have given you different diagnoses or treatment recommendations, a second opinion from a specialist 
can help you sort through the information and get a clear plan.
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PRACTICAL STEPS FOR GETTING A SECOND OPINION
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Getting a second opinion can be an involved process, but you have the right to seek one to ensure you’re 
comfortable with your care. Here are some steps to help you navigate the process.

  1. Talk to Your Healthcare Provider
Most healthcare providers understand and support a patient’s desire for a second opinion. Be honest with 
your healthcare provider about your wish to explore your options. They can often help you by providing your 
medical records and can sometimes recommend other professionals in their field.

  2. Check With Your Health Plan
Before scheduling an appointment, contact your health 
plan. You need to confirm that a second opinion is covered 
under your plan and obtain a list of in-network healthcare 
providers. Some plans require a referral, so make sure you 
understand the specific requirements to avoid unexpected 
costs. If you need help, many health plans have patient 
advocates who can guide you. If you choose to go to a 
provider who is out of your health plan’s network, you will 
likely incur higher out-of-pocket costs than if you had stayed 
in network. 
 
  3. Choose Your Second Opinion Provider

Finding a new provider who can offer a valuable, unbiased 
perspective may require some research. Consider a 
healthcare provider who specializes in your condition. 
You can ask your current healthcare provider for a 
recommendation, search your health plan’s provider 
directory, or look for specialists at well-known medical 
centers. You can also research patient advocacy 
organizations or disease-specific groups, as they often have 
valuable resources and provider recommendations. Once you have found someone you are interested in, 
it’s a great idea to check the provider’s credentials and ratings, including their professional background, 
board certification, and patient reviews.  

  4. Prepare for the Appointment 

Once you've scheduled your appointment, the new healthcare provider's office will likely ask you to have 
your medical records sent over for their review. It's a good idea to bring a list of questions you want to ask, 
such as:

•	 Do you agree with the initial diagnosis?
•	 What is the short-term and long-term prognosis?
•	 Are there any symptoms I should be watching for? What should I do if I experience them?
•	 What are the different treatment options available, including clinical trials?
•	 What are some potential side effects and recovery times for these treatments?

https://education.patientadvocate.org/resource/a-patients-guide-to-asking-the-right-questions-and-finding-support/
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The Patient Education and Empowerment Department creates resources that address a range of topics 
from medical debt to insurance access and disability benefits. The resources we produce are reflective of 
real-world experiences that meet the needs of the patients PAF serves.
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UNDERSTANDING THE BARRIERS TO A SECOND OPINION
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Curious about other topics? PAF’s Education Resource Library houses our 
resources and provides straightforward information in a variety of formats 
to help you make informed decisions throughout your healthcare journey. 
Learn about health insurance, disability, medical bill management, and more 
by visiting our Education Resource Library today. Call us at 800-532-5274 
(Monday through Friday, 8:30-5 Eastern) or visit www.patientadvocate.org 
for help!

Getting a second opinion is often not a simple task. It can be time-
consuming and involve significant effort on your part. You may encounter 
what feels like “red tape” while coordinating appointments, transferring 
medical records, and dealing with your health plan. There are also 
practical barriers to consider, especially if you need to travel to see a 
specialist:

• Financial Costs: In addition to copays and deductibles, you may face
costs for travel, lodging, and meals. Or, time away from work can also
mean a loss of income.

• Logistical Challenges: Arranging for child or pet care, taking time off
from work, and handling the logistics of travel can be difficult.

Getting a second opinion from another provider can give you new ideas about your health, confirm 
your diagnosis, or offer different treatment options. It doesn’t mean you don’t trust your current 

provider. Instead, it’s about building a team of healthcare providers who work together to help you. 
When you feel confident and heard by your providers, that strong relationship helps you achieve 

better health outcomes.

FINDING SOLUTIONS AND SUPPORT

While these barriers are real, there may be resources available to help.
• Financial Assistance: Some hospitals and nonprofit organizations offer financial aid, lodging, or travel

assistance, especially for those with rare diseases. You can ask a hospital social worker or patient
advocate about these programs.

• Patient Advocacy Groups: These groups can provide guidance on navigating the process and may be
aware of resources for financial or logistical support.

• Telehealth: In some cases, a second opinion can be given via a telehealth appointment, which can reduce
or eliminate travel and lodging costs.

http://www.patientadvocate.org
www.patientadvocate.org/education
www.patientadvocate.org



