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When Is My Dog Considered a “Senior”? 

A touch of gray on the chin 
or around the muzzle; 
once-clear eyes becoming 
a little cloudy, a slight stiff-
ness in what used to be a 
frisky gait. Any of these can 
be telltale signs that your 
furry friend is entering the 
“golden” years. 
 
Generally speaking, a dog 
7 years of age or older 
qualifies as a senior. This 
varies, however, with the 
size and breed of the dog. 
For instance, smaller dogs 
tend to have longer life 
spans than giant-breed 
pets. A giant-breed dog as 
young as five years of age 
may be considered a 
“senior,” while a small-
breed dog may not reach 
senior status until 10 to 13 
years of age. Other factors 
affecting how individual 
dogs age include body 
weight, nutrition, environ-
ment, and overall health.  

The old adage that every 
year in a dog’s life is 
equivalent to seven 
“human” years isn’t quite 
accurate. Pets mature 
more rapidly during the first 
two years of life, and then 
again during the final third 
of their life span. Use the 
chart at right to determine 
your dog’s age in human 
years. 

Why is it important to 
know your dog’s true 
age? Pets are living 
longer than ever, thanks 
to advances in veterinary 
care and improved nutri-
tion, providing their own-
ers with many more years 
of love and faithful com-
panionship. The trade-off, 
however, is that senior 
pets, just like their aging 
human companions, be-
come more vulnerable to 

multiple health problems 
and diseases such as 
weight gain and de-
creased mobility; heart, 
kidney, and liver dis-
eases; diabetes; dental 
problems and periodontal 
disease; behavioral prob-
lems and cancer. The 
good news is that many 
of these health problems 
can be prevented, con-
trolled, or treated if de-
tected in the early stages.  

Once your dog has 
reached senior status, 
twice-a-year senior well-
ness exams are recom-
mended as the standard 
of care by the American 
Animal Hospital Associa-
tion. Ask us how our Sen-
ior Care program can 
make your pet’s golden 
years happy and healthy!  

Generally speaking, a dog 7 years of age or older q ualifies as a senior.  This varies,  
however, with the size and breed of the dog. 

Physical Changes 
· Limping/stiffness of 

gait 
· Poor vision or diffi-

culty hearing 
· Dental problems 

(offensive breath) 
· Increase in infections 
· Digestive problems, 

such as increased 
episodes of vomiting 
or diarrhea 

· New lumps or bumps 
 
Changes in your dog’s ap-
pearance or behavior can be 
a sign that something is 
medically wrong.  Keep a 
close eye on your senior 
dog, and talk with us about 
any changes, whether sud-
den or gradual. 

While some signs of ag-
ing, such as a graying 
muzzle and slowed activ-
ity, are easy to identify in 
your dog, others are 
more subtle.  Most age-
related changes in how 
your dog looks, acts, and 
feels tend to be gradual. 
Therefore, it takes a 
watchful eye to recognize 
what may be early signs 
of disease or health prob-
lems, and routine check-
ups become more impor-
tant than ever. 

Do you know the signs of 
pain and illness in your 

       during the day and    
       staying awake at night 
· Disorientation/

confusion (getting “lost” 
in the house or yard) 

· Less responsive to 
verbal cues or name 

· Excessive barking or 
whimpering for no ap-
parent reason 

 
Metabolic Changes 
· Weight gain (or loss) 
· Changes in appear-

ance (skin, coat, or 
muscle tone) 

· Changes in eating or 
drinking habits 

· Increased urination 
 

dog? Following is a list of 
the most common 
changes associated with 
age-related diseases and 
compromising medical 
conditions. If you note 
any of these changes in 
your dog, please let us 
know. By working to-
gether, we can help en-
sure your pet enjoys the 
best quality of life possi-
ble through out the senior 
years. 
 
Behavioral Changes 
· Decreased activity 
· Less interaction with 

family members 
· Sleeping more or 
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Young At Heart:  Our Senior Wellness Program 
years of age, twice-a-
year wellness exams and 
laboratory test will be rec-
ommended.  Remember, 
your dog ages more rap-
idly during the golden 
years, and the risk of de-
veloping a chronic condi-
tion or serious disease 
also increases.  Schedul-
ing a routine wellness 
visit every six months will 
help your veterinarian 
detect diseases or condi-
tions in their early stages 
when they may still be 
treated or controlled ef-
fectively. 
 
The senior wellness 
exam should include: 
 
· a comprehensive 

medical history 
· A complete physical 

exam, which includes 
checking your dog’s 
overall appearance, 
temperature, body 
weight, heart, lungs, 
ears, eyes, teeth and 
gums, thyroid gland, 
and skin and coat 

· Age related labora-
tory tests (listed be-
low) 

· Preventive health 
recommendations 

Scheduling regular veteri-
nary exams is one of the 
most important steps you 
can take to keep your 
dog healthy and happy 
throughout his or her life-
span, and this becomes 
even more importants as 
your pet ages.  Just as 
physicians recommend 
certain tests, such as 
cholesterol screening and 
blood pressure checks, 
when a person turns 40, 
the American Animal 
Hospital Association rec-
ommends that annual 
screening tests should 
begin when your pet 
reaches “middle age,” 
which ranges from 4 to 7 
for most dogs.  These 
tests: 
 
· Ensure that your pet 

is healthy 
· Establish “baseline” 

values for compari-
son with future tests 

· Help your veterinar-
ian make preventive 
care recommenda-
tions to delay the on-
set or progression of 
certain diseases. 

 
As dogs enter their senior 
years, typically 7 or 8 

Screening Procedures 
for Healthy  

Senior Dogs 
 

Complete blood count 
Helps in the diagnosis of 
infection, anemia and 
bleeding problems, and it 
may provide insight into the 
status of your dog’s im-
mune system 
 
Serum Chem. Profile 
Used for assessing the 
status of the liver, kidneys, 
pancreas and other or-
gans. 
 
Urinalysis 
Checked for evidence of 
infection and to assess 
kidney function. 
 
Fecal Analysis 
Checked for evidence of 
parasites and unusual bac-
teria and protozoa. 
 
Other Tests 
Radiography, echocardi-
ography, abdominal sono-
graphy, thyroid and adrenal 
gland testing, blood pres-
sure measurement, or liver, 
pancreas, and small intes-
tine function, as recom-
mended by your veterinar-
ian. 

Your veterinarian will also 
discuss preventative 
health recommendations 
with you to help keep 
your senior dog healthy 
and happy, including in-
formation on: 
 
· Dental and oral care 
· Diet and nutrition 
· Weight control 
· Exercise guidelines 

to maintain your pet’s 
mobility 

· Parasite control 
· Vaccination risk man-

agement 
· Maintenance of your 

pet’s mental health 
· Environmental condi-

tions for maintaining 
health 

 
Your senior dog has 
given you loyal, lifelong 
love and companionship. 
With a little extra care 
and attention, you and 
your veterinarian can 
help your dog enjoy the 
golden years and live a 
happier, fuller life. 

Arthritis, a painful, pro-
gressive degenerative 
joint disease that affects 
one in five adult dogs in 
the United States is even 
more common among 
older dogs, particularly 
overweight and larger 
breed dogs.  Unfortu-
nately, many cases go 
undiagnosed because 
owners attribute the sub-
tle changes in their dogs 
to “old age” or “slowing 
down.” 

Caused most often by 
elbow or hip dysplasia, 
canine arthritis can also 
be a result of the normal 
aging process or injury.  
Arthritis involves the de-
terioration of joint carti-
lage, can affect one or 
more joints, and can lead 
to pain, stiffness, joint 
swelling, lameness and 
reduced mobility, all of 
which can result in a re-
duced quality of life.  As 
(continued on pg 3) 

Common Conditions: 
Arthritis in Senior Dogs 
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Arthritis, cont (p2) 
With recent advances in veterinary medicine and therapeutics, there’s 
no reason for any dog to suffer from the pain of arthritis. 
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the disease progresses, 
there can be additional 
destruction of cartilage on 
the bone surface, and 
production of extra bone 
around the joint.  If left 
undiagnosed and un-
treated, arthritis causes 
irreversible damage and 
can prevent dogs from 
fully participating in eve-
ryday activities such as 
walking, running and 
swimming. 
 
What Are the Signs of 
Arthritis Pain? 
Any dog can develop ar-
thritis, and knowing the 
signs of arthritis pain will 
help you determine when 
to consult your veterinar-
ian: 
 
· Decreased activity 
· Reluctance to walk, 

run, climb stairs, 
jump or play 

· Stiffness 
· Limping 
· Difficulty rising from a 

resting position 
· Lagging behind on 

walks 
· S o r e n e s s  w h e n 

touched 
· Yelping or whimper-

ing in pain 
· Acting aggressive or 

withdrawn 
· Exhibiting other per-

sonality changes 
 
If you’ve observed any of 
these signs, it’s possible 
that your dog is suffering 
from arthritis.  Arthritis is 
one of the most common 
sources of chronic pain 
treated by veterinarians.  
Signs typically increase in 
severity as the disease 
progresses, so the 
sooner your dog is prop-
erly diagnosed and 
treated, the sooner he or 
she can overcome the 

pain and become an ac-
tive member of your fam-
ily again. 
 
What Can I Do to Help 
Manage My Dog’s Ar-
thritis? 
While there’s no cure for 
degenerative joint dis-
ease and arthritis in dogs 
(with the exception of 
joint replacement), the 
pain associated with 
these conditions, and the 
stiffness and lameness 
they cause, can be man-
aged. 
 
If your dog is overweight, 
losing those extra pounds 
can relieve some of the 
stress on painful joints.  
Ask your veterinarian 
about a weight manage-
ment program for your 
dog. 
 
Moderate exercise can 
help strengthen joints and 
reduce the chances of 
further damage.  Reha-
bilitation and physical 
therapy for dogs with ar-
thritis is a rapidly growing 
field, encompassing sim-
ple, low-impact exercise 
routine you can do at 
home with your dog as 
well sophisticated thera-
peutic techniques avail-
able at specialty clinics 
ranging from massage 
and heat and cold ther-
apy to walking on an un-
derwater treadmill. 
 
Your veterinarian can 
prescribe a non-steroidal 
anti-inflammatory drug, 
commonly known as an 
NSAID, to relieve arthritis 
pain and inflammation.  
These drugs provide safe 
and effective pain relief 
and can have a signifi-
cant effect on your dog’s 
quality of life. 
 

It’s important to remem-
ber that arthritis is a 
chronic disease that re-
quires continuous treat-
ment.  Pain and inflam-
mation can return if medi-
cations or therapy are 
discontinued, so be sure 
to follow your veterinar-
ian’s instructions. 

The most frequent com-
plaint of senior pet own-
ers is dental problems, 
including bad breath and 
difficulty eating.  More 
than 85% of dogs over 
four years of age have 
some form of periodontal 
disease, a painful inflam-
matory condition in which 
bacteria attack the gums, 
ligament, and bone tis-
sues that surround and 
support the teeth.  Senior 
dogs, generally those 
seven or more years of 
age, are especially sus-
ceptible to periodontal 
disease. 
 
That’s why it’s important 
to have your dog’s teeth 
examined by your veteri-
narian on a routine basis.  
If left unchecked, bacteria 
from the mouth can enter 
the bloodstream and 
travel to major organs, 
starting infection there 
and serious compromis-
ing the health of your 
dog. 

Most periodontal infec-
tions begin simply 
enough.  Plaque, which is 
composed of bacteria, 
salivary proteins, and 
food debris, builds up in 
the groove between teeth 
and gums, causing irrita-
tion, redness, and swell-
ing.  Eventually pockets 
form and deepen, allow-
ing bacteria to damage 
the tissues that hold teeth 
in place. 
 
At this stage, bacteria 
from the oral infection 
have a clear path to the 
dog’s bloodstream and 
vital organs.  The organs 
with the highest blood 
flow are most susceptible 
to infections:  lungs, 
heart, kidneys, liver and 
even the brain.  Damage 
to these organs caused 
by infection may shorten 
a dog’s life. 
 
Look for these warning 
signs: 
 
· Bad breath—one of 

the first signs of den-
tal disease 

· A yellowish-brown 
crust of plaque on the 
teeth near the gum 
line 

· Red or swollen gums 
 
(continued on pg 4) 

Common Conditions:   
Periodontal Disease 

Smokey Gregoire 
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· Pain or bleeding 
when your dog eats 
or when the mouth or 
gums are touched 

· Decreased appetite 
or difficulty eating 

· Loose or missing 
teeth 

 
If your dog displays any 
of these signs, periodon-
tal disease may be pre-
sent. 
 
Regular dental checkups 
are important to maintain-
ing not only your dog’s 

oral health, but overall 
health as well.  In fact, 
because dogs age more 
quickly than humans, 
dental exams should be-
come more frequent, per-
haps every six months, 
as your pet ages.  Think 
of it as a necessary part 
of your pet’s preventive 
care plan.  Talk to your 
veterinarian about profes-
sional dental care and 
what you can do to keep 
your dog’s teeth and 
body healthy. 

Common Conditions: 
Behavioral Changes 

Sunnee Ward 

Has your older dog just 
not been acting like him-
self lately?  Perhaps he’s 
not seeking as much at-
tention as he used to and 
is interacting less with 
family members, or 
seems confused or disori-
ented.  Some senior dogs 
may bark or howl exces-
sively for no apparent 
reason, show an increase 
in aggressive behavior or 
separation anxiety, or 
become overly fearful or 
sensitive to noise.  Older 
dogs that have been 
housetrained for years 
m a y s ta r t  ha v i ng 
“accidents” in the house.  
You may notice a change 
in your dog’s sleep pat-
terns, with increased rest-
lessness and pacing dur-
ing the night.  These be-
havioral changes can be 
as hard on family mem-
bers as they are on the 
dog.  However, most pet 
owners attribute them to 
normal aging and do not 
seek medical care. 
 
Any change in your older 
dog’s behavior should 
not  be considered just a 
normal sign of aging and 

should be reported to 
your veterinarian as soon 
as possible.  Many of the 
behavioral changes com-
monly seen in senior 
dogs are related to un-
derlying medical condi-
tions that can be treated, 
if not cured.  For exam-
ple, your dog’s decreased 
activity and mobility may 
be related to arthritis.  An 
increase in aggressive 
behavior or vocalizing 
may be the result of pain-
ful dental disease.  Inat-
tentiveness or apparent 

confusion may be caused 
partly by vision or hearing 
loss.  May of these condi-
tions and disease can be 
treated, resulting in a bet-
ter quality of life for your 
dog. 
 
If underlying medical con-
ditions such as infection 
or cancer have been 
ruled out as the cause of 
your dog’s behavioral 
changes, your veterinar-
ian may diagnose Cogni-
tive Dysfunction Syn-
drome (CDS). 
 
What is Cognitive Func-
tion Syndrome? 
CDS is not an uncommon 
condition in older dogs.  
According to a study by 
leading animal behavior-
ists, nearly one in five 
dogs over the age of 
seven shows signs of 
CDS.  At 11 years of age, 
the number jumps to one 
in three.  In a pet owner 
survey, nearly half of 
dogs ages 8 and older 
showed at least one sign 
associated with CDS.  
Researchers believe that 
CDS is caused by physi-
ca l  and chem ic a l 
changes that affect the 

brain function in older 
dogs, similar to Alz-
heimer’s disease in hu-
mans. 
 
CDS is a syndrome, or 
collection of signs. One 
or more of the following 
signs must be present, 
and other medical condi-
tions ruled out as the 
cause, to make a diagno-
sis of CDS: 
 
· Disorientation or con-

fusion 
· Less interaction with 

       family members 
· Changes in sleep 

patterns and activity, 
or 

· Loss of house train-
ing 

 
Can CDS be treated? 
If your dog is diagnosed 
with CDS, your veterinar-
ian can prescribe an ef-
fective medication that 
can help to control the 
clinical signs associated 
with this disorder.  How-
ever, because CDS is a 
syndrome (a collection of 
signs), no two dogs will 
show exactly the same 
signs and response so 
treatment will vary.  If 
your dog responds to the 
drug, daily treatment will 
be needed for the rest of 
the dog’s life. 
 
Give your older dog a 
new lease on life. 
Contact your veterinarian 
if you notice signs of CDS 
or anything unusual in 
your dog’s appearance or 
behavior.  Don’t assume 
that your dog’s behavioral 
changes are an unavoid-
able sign of old age.  
With recent medical ad-
vances in treatment — 
and a little extra love and 
care — you and your vet-
erinarian can help your 
senior dog return to being 
a happy, active member 
of your family. 

Any change in your older dog’s behavior 
should not  be considered just a normal 
sign of aging and should be reported to 
your veterinarian as soon as possible. 

Luke Carr 


