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Many pet owners are surprised to find out that, just 
like humans, pets can have heart disease. In fact, the 
American Veterinary Medical Association estimates 
that approximately 3.2 million of the dogs examined 
annually by veterinarians in the United States have 
some form of acquired heart disease. Read on to find 
out what you need to know about your dog’s heart.

Canine Heart Disease: The Basics 
Heart disease in dogs often is classified into two 
broad categories: congenital and acquired. Let’s take 
a quick look at the two. 

Congenital heart defects are present at birth. 
Puppies can be born with small or large defects 
(holes) in their heart walls or malformation of their 
heart valves. The most common congenital defect 
is failure of a blood vessel called the ductus to close 
at birth, which results in abnormal blood flow. 
Your veterinarian can hear this abnormal blood 
flow (a heart murmur) during routine physical 

examination. Although this defect, if left untreated, 
can result in heart failure, there are surgical and 
non-surgical procedures that can resolve this 
defect, allowing your new puppy to live a normal, 
heart-healthy life. These types of defects usually 
are diagnosed when the dog is very young; they are 
relatively rare compared with the second category: 
acquired heart defects. 

Acquired heart defects are absent at birth; they 
can occur due to genetic or environmental factors 
and develop at some point in the pet’s lifetime. 
Chronic degenerative valve disease is the most 
common heart disease in dogs. It typically affects 
small to medium older dogs. Degeneration or 
thickening of the heart’s mitral and/or tricuspid 
valves results in a valvular leak allowing some 
blood to flow backward instead of forward to the 
rest of the body. A less common type of acquired 
heart disease, cardiomyopathy, affects the ability 
of the heart muscle to contract or pump blood. 
Cardiomyopathies typically occur in large breed 
dogs, with Doberman Pinschers and Boxers having 
a likely genetic basis for this acquired disease.  

Diagnosing and Treating Canine Heart 
Disease 
When it comes to heart disease and your pet, 
regular visits to your veterinarian can make all the 
difference. During an examination, a veterinarian 
may detect signs pointing to heart disease, such 
as an irregular heart rhythm or a heart murmur. 
Early detection is key to learning about long-
term prognosis and management. If your dog is a 
breed that is more likely to have heart problems, 
your veterinarian may refer you to a veterinary 
cardiologist for breed screening at an early age. 

If heart disease is suspected, your veterinarian 
will want to learn about the symptoms and 
behaviors you’ve seen at home, and he or she will 
perform a thorough physical examination. There 
are a number of diagnostic tools your veterinarian 
can use to confirm whether a heart condition is 
present, including x-rays, an electrocardiogram 
(ECG), blood pressure monitoring, and even 
blood tests. X-rays of the chest are used to look at 

Heart Health Going to the Dogs

health mat ters by Lori Drourr, DVM 

the relative heart size and evaluate the lungs. An 
ECG looks at the electrical activity of the heart. 
If electrical rhythm disturbances are noted or 
suspected, you may be referred to a veterinary 
cardiologist for a holter monitor. A holter monitor 
(worn by the patient while he or she is at home) 
allows for the 24-hour evaluation of the electrical 
activity of your pet’s heart. Results are evaluated 
to determine if arrhythmias (abnormal electrical 
beats) are the cause of symptoms, such as exercise 
intolerance or collapsing episodes, and to 
determine if anti-arrhythmic medication would be 
beneficial for your pet.  

Echocardiography (heart ultrasound) remains the 
gold standard for evaluating cardiac structure and 
function. Your veterinarian will likely refer you to a 
veterinary cardiologist who has extensive training 
in echocardiography. 

If your pet is diagnosed with heart disease, your 

veterinarian can work with a veterinary cardiologist 
to ensure your companion continues to enjoy 
a good quality of life. Just as some people have 
heart disease that does not impact their quality or 
quantity of life, some animals can continue to live 
a long and healthy life despite certain underlying 
heart diseases. As with most medical conditions, 
new treatments for heart disease are always 
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becoming available. Depending on the specific case, 
heart disease may be successfully managed with 
early detection and treatment.  

Similar to human heart patients, there are many 
medications available for companion animals 
with failing hearts. Medications include drugs to 
decrease the workload of the heart, to strengthen 
the heart’s contractions, to minimize arrhythmias, 
and to eliminate breathing difficulties or coughing. 
Surgery or cardiac catheterization procedures 
have improved the long-term prognosis of many 
congenital defects in animals. New medications 
have been approved for use in dogs that have been 
shown to improve the quality and quantity of their 
lives with acquired cardiac diseases. Your veterinary 
cardiologist will individualize a treatment plan that 
fits best with your pets’ needs.

Keeping Your Pup Heart-Healthy 
A balanced diet, regular exercise and regular 
veterinary care are important for the overall health 
of your canine friend. It’s rare for dogs to acquire 
heart disease secondary to high cholesterol (such as 
seen in humans). However, maintaining a balanced 
diet for weight control is part of a healthy lifestyle 
– and beneficial for reducing the workload on the 
heart of a patient with heart disease. Additionally, 
low thyroid levels, anemia and high blood pressure 
can significantly affect the heart’s function. 
Annual check-ups with your canine companion’s 
veterinarian are the most important step in 
assessing heart health.

With veterinary care, canine companions with 
heart disease can lead happy, good-quality lives and 
continue to warm our hearts every day.

ARF MOBILE ADOPTIONS
Multiple locations throughout the 
East Bay; please see our site for 
dates and details.
adopt@arf.net, www.arf.net

BERKELEY-EAST BAY HUMANE 
Info: 510-845-7735
www.berkeleyhumane.org

1st Sat. of each month
Holistic Hound
1510 Walnut St., Berkeley

2nd Sat. of each month
Solano Ave. at Evelyn, Albany

2nd Sun. of each month
Pet Food Express
6398 Telepgraph Ave., Oakland

3rd Sat. of each month
Petco
420 El Cerrito Plaza, El Cerrito

4th Sat. of each month
Pet Food Express
1101 University Ave., Berkeley

4th Sun. of each month
Dog Bone Alley
1342 Park St., Alameda

COMMUNITY CONCERN FOR CATS
Sat. and Sun. multiple locations!
Info: 925-938-CATS
www.communityconcernforcats.org
Pet Food Express (1:00-4:00pm)
2158 Contra Costa Blvd., Plsnt Hill

Pet Food Express (2:00-5:00pm)
3610 Mt. Diablo Blvd., Lafayette

Petco (1:00pm-4:00pm)
1301 S. California Blvd., Walnut Crk.

EAST BAY ANIMAL RESCUE & 
REFUGE
Info: 925-429-2785
www.ebarr.org

EAST BAY SPCA
Info: 510-569-0702
www.eastbayspca.org

Mon., Tue., Fri., 11:00am-2:30pm
Oakland City Center
12th and Broadway, Oakland

4th Sat., 11:00am-2:00pm
Pet Food Express
4460 Tassajara Rd., Dublin

FERAL CAT FOUNDATION
2nd & 4th Sat., 1:00pm-4:00pm
Pet Food Express
2220 Mountain Blvd., Oakland
Info: www.feralcatfoundation.org

FURRY FRIENDS
Sat. & Sun., 1:00pm-4:00pm
Pet Food Express, 39010 Paseo 
Padre Parkway, Fremont
www.furryfriendsrescue.org

GERMAN SHEPHERD RESCUE OF 
NORTHERN CALIFORNIA 
May 16; 11:00am - 2:00pm
Pet Food Express, 609 San Ramon 
Valley Rd., Danville
www.gsrnc.org

HOME AT LAST ANIMAL RESCUE
1st Sat., 12:30pm-4:30pm
George, 1844 Fourth St., Berkeley
www.homeatlastrescue.org

HOUSE RABBIT SOCIETY
1st Sat., 11:00am-4:00pm
Tri-Valley Adoption Center
4651 Gleason Drive, Dublin  
www.eastbayspca.org

ISLAND CAT RESOURCES AND 
ADOPTIONS (ICRA)
Come meet adoptable cats from 
(ICRA)! Our goal is to place the right 
cat with the right person. 
Info: 510-869-2584
www.icraeastbay.org
 Every Sat (except holidays), 
11:00am to 4:00pm
Petco, 523 South Shore Center 
West, Alameda

1st Sat., Noon to 3:00pm
Pet Food Express, 2661 Blanding 
Ave., Alameda

PURRFECT CAT ADOPTIONS
Info: info@purrfectcatrescue.org
www.purrfectcatrescue.org

Sat., noon-3pm, Sun., 1-3:30pm
Hayward Pet Club
27451 Hesperian Blvd., Hayward

Friday, 5:00pm-8:00pm
Petco, 3780 Mowry Ave., Fremont

2nd & 4th Sat., Sun., noon-3:00pm
Petco, 31909 Dyer St., Union City

MOBILE ADOPTION EVENTS

CONTRA COSTA ANIMAL 
SERVICES
Time: M-F 8:00am to noon, 
1:00pm to 4:30pm, Sat 9:00am 
to noon
At: 4800 Imhoff Drive, Martinez
Cost: Microchip - $15, vaccines vary
Info: 925-335-8320, www.ccasd.org

EAST BAY SPCA 
At: 8323 Baldwin St., Oakland 
AND 4651 Gleason Dr., Dublin
Cost: $30
Info: 510-569-1606, 925-479-
9674
www.eastbayspca.org/vetservices/
microchipping.cfm

MICROCHIP & VACCINATION CLINICS


