
PRE and POST-SALE RADIOGRAPHS IN THE RACEHORSE  
SURGICAL OR NONSURGICAL? 
Patricia M. Hogan, VMD, DACVS 

Cream Ridge, NJ 
 

The role of the pre or post-sale radiographic examination in the equine marketplace 
continues to evolve.  The repository is now a standard presence at most Thoroughbred yearling 
and 2-yr-old-in-training sales, and there are increasingly stringent rules being applied to the use 
of this service.  Pre and post-sale radiographic examinations are becoming more commonplace at 
the Standardbred yearling sales due to the recent trend for greater earning potential in the slots-
revenue infused harness racing industry.   The end result for the veterinarian is an increased 
emphasis on the veterinary opinion to predict and help shape ‘athletic success’ for the client.  
This places an untoward burden on the veterinarian to deal in certainties, when in fact we are 
really always dealing in probabilities. The goal of the veterinary advisor should be to provide the 
best possible advice to the client without in fact providing a guarantee.   
 
BASIC CONSIDERATIONS 

There are some basic considerations when evaluating pre- or post-sale radiographs for a 
client.  The most important factor is to be clear as to what the client’s expectations are, both for 
the service you are providing and for the individual horse that you are evaluating.  It should be 
very clear beforehand as to how your opinion will factor into the equation for the buyer.  It is 
also essential to know what the “deal-breakers” are for that particular person or group – that 
being where does the comfort level lay for that particular client concerning certain radiographic 
findings.  Consider also that “NSF” (no significant findings) is not necessarily a universal 
concept, does not mean the same thing to everyone, and can be open to interpretation. 

The veterinarian’s radiographic analysis ideally is just one component to the evaluation 
process in purchasing a potential racehorse.  Unfortunately, fluctuations in the other vital 
considerations in the evaluation of a potential purchase such as conformation, pedigree, and price 
may lead to the radiographic evaluation being viewed as a negotiable variable.  A radiographic 
abnormality that was initially considered unacceptable at purchase price of $100,000 may 
suddenly be very acceptable at the bargain price of $20,000.  This can inadvertently lead the 
veterinarian down the proverbial “slippery slope” as there is then more and more pressure placed 
on the interpretation of a radiographic finding that is influenced by economic factors rather than 
just by the science.   
 
WHAT IS SURGICAL? 
 There are 3 basic considerations that help provide a framework for establishing whether 
or not a radiographic abnormality will likely manifest as a performance inhibitor to a potential 
racehorse: 

 Any lesion that will result in or hasten the development of arthritis. 
 Any lesion that will cause lameness. 
 Any lesion that will decrease the resale value of the horse. 

 
Evaluating a radiographic abnormality present on pre- or post-sale films using the above 

basic guidelines will answer most questions for most clients.  However, the additional caveat to 
consider is the presence of any lesion that will give the perception of any or all of the above - 
this is the “slippery slope” for the veterinarian and one that stretches the quest for objectivity. 
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