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A Note to the Reader

WE TRY HARD in Good Old Dog never to refer to a dog as an “it.” Your canine companion is not an “it,” but rather a “he” or “she.” Which pronoun to use, however? The exclusive use of either one leaves out half the canine population. And constant use of “he or she”/“him or her” language construction makes reading cumbersome. To get around the problem, we alternated. In the odd-numbered chapters, dogs are referred to with female pronouns; in the even-numbered chapters, with male pronouns.

We did the same for veterinarians, referring to them with female pronouns in the chapters with odd numbers and with male pronouns in those with even numbers.


Preface

THE VERY IDEA of a dog’s “old age” is relatively new. It wasn’t too many generations ago that dogs were still viewed largely as utilitarian workers, nonsentient creatures bred to keep a flock of sheep in line or spot prey. The notion of a dog having a comfortable, happy old age would never even have been considered.

Now, dogs are full-fledged members of the household, with a strong reciprocity of feeling between pet and owner—so much so that research has shown that having a dog in the home reduces blood pressure and, thereby, the risk for heart disease. Dog owners even report improved psychological well-being, largely attributable to reduced feelings of loneliness and isolation, as well as a reduction in stress. We know; most of us number among them.

Surely, many of those positive associations come from the relationships people develop with their pals as the years pass. There’s something more serene, wiser, about an older dog, even one who still has plenty of energy. A dog you’ve had for more than just a handful of years can simply understand you better, accommodate your moods better.

Of course, too, there’s extra closeness with a dog you’ve known for a long time. How could the bond not strengthen after one’s four-legged friend has turned seven, ten, twelve years old? After all, the better part of a decade or more has been spent nurturing the relationship—helping the dog grow from a “baby” who needed to be taught the rhythms of your home to a mature soul who can easily read your mood and provide comfort, protection, or simply good company whenever it is needed.


Perhaps you and your older dog have watched children go off to college together, grieved a loss, relocated, or dealt with a career change. Surely, you’ve taken walks by each other’s side, watched favorite TV shows, greeted each other enthusiastically after a long day apart, and been a reassuring presence to each other at bedtime.

During checkups and other visits, we see the closeness in the way people interact with their more senior companions. There’s a comfort level, a something that can be taken for granted, that isn’t yet present between people and their younger dogs.

Bring into the mix that a pet is so innocent, so unquestionably devoted and accepting, and it’s not at all surprising that even the toughest among us might blink back tears at the thought of a faithful companion getting on in years. Such emotion doesn’t make us softies or weirdos; it makes us human. It’s simply an indication that we’re able to respond to all the depth of feeling a companion dog is able to elicit.

No wonder it has become important for people to increase not only a dog’s life span but also their pet’s health span, changing what it means to be geriatric.

By the numbers, “geriatric” signifies the point at which 75 percent of one’s anticipated lifespan has gone by. The good news—what this book is about—is that passing that milestone no longer means “over the hill.” Sophisticated advances in veterinary medical technology help dogs remain healthier for much longer even as they reach significantly older ages, thereby compressing the amount of time a dog will be infirm or uncomfortable before reaching the end of life. Thus, just as silver-haired men and women in their seventies and eighties now go traveling and white-water rafting and lead active, fulfilling lives—something that was once largely unthinkable—twelve-, fourteen-, and sixteen-year-old dogs can now continue to enjoy their usual romps and shenanigans with the help of modern veterinary medicine.

Fifteen years ago, if you told someone you were taking your dog to the radiology department of an animal hospital for a CT scan or perhaps even an MRI, that person would likely have looked at you as if you were crazy. Today, neither procedure is considered rare or experimental. In fact, CT scans for dogs have actually become a lot faster, a good thing because it means they require less anesthesia to keep a dog still during the procedure.

Just a few decades ago, if a dog had a cataract, particularly in a locale away from an urban center, the dog went blind. Today, your pet can undergo ophthalmologic surgery to remove the cataract and save his sight.

Only twenty years ago, many people did not take care of a dog’s teeth. By age ten, the teeth would be caked in tartar, and the bacteria that caused infections in the dog’s mouth could travel through her bloodstream to bodily organs and potentially shorten her lifespan. Today, dogs are privy to routine dental care. And, since the 1990s, even procedures such as root canals have become more commonplace in order to save a tooth and help keep a canine friend healthy overall. Furthermore, a dog with heart failure can be kept alive with drugs that weren’t on the market only a couple of years ago. Veterinary researchers are even looking into surgery to replace leaky canine heart valves—a concept that hadn’t yet made it to the drawing board when your dog was a pup. No wonder some dogs are now reaching their late teens with verve when it used to be that a dog’s reaching sixteen or seventeen was a feat in itself.

Many of these advances are due to a boom in veterinary specialization, with increasing numbers of vets whose focus is strictly on such fields as internal medicine, cardiology, neurology, dentistry, and ophthalmology. Veterinary medical care has in fact been following on the heels of breakthroughs in human medicine, much more so than in the 1970s and ’80s, and is comparable in many ways. Some specialties—for example, canine orthopedics—are as sophisticated as human orthopedics. In other words, dogs are often in as good a position as humans to be treated for skeletal problems causing pain and immobility, meaning that a dog with, say, severe arthritis no longer has to be euthanized for lack of a better solution.

All of which goes to say that whenever your dog enters old age, the good life can largely continue with the help now available.

We here at Tufts University’s Cummings School of Veterinary Medicine are in the best position to know. Not only do we conduct some of the most cutting-edge research on geriatric dog care, we also have a yearly caseload of about eight thousand old dogs at our clinic, which allows us to see firsthand the latest research put into practice and for our specialists to make tweaks and other adjustments where necessary.

In the following pages, we pass along this information to you. No other book on taking care of older dogs contains the accumulated knowledge and experience of an entire group of board-certified veterinary specialists whose entire aim is to further the good years of pets’ lives.

We have not underestimated your part in the endeavor. You are the most important partner on your old pal’s healthcare team—always the most critical player when it comes to the decision making, and sometimes you may even be called into action as a skilled veterinary healthcare worker in the process. Consider that owners are on the front lines in administering insulin to dogs with diabetes, giving injections of fluid to dogs with kidney disease who would otherwise become dangerously dehydrated, dispensing special medicines to treat a host of other conditions, and the list goes on.

Your role in preventive medicine—what people commonly call wellness care—is crucial, too. Keeping your older pal trim, watching for particular changes on your dog’s body or in your pet’s behavior that should prompt a call to the veterinarian, making sure to feed the most well-balanced diet possible—you’ll see that all of these and more make serious contributions to pushing back age-related illness and infirmity and sometimes even avoiding them altogether. That is, extending both the quantity and quality of your dog’s life is to no small degree dependent on your own commitment as you partner with your veterinarian on behalf of your friend’s well-being.

Your good old dog has already been in your reliable, loving hands for a number of years. Read on to learn how you can best keep tending to your faithful companion as she or he returns the favor with unalloyed adoration and, by your keeping on top of all the best in cutting-edge healthcare options, all the mirth and good times to which the two of you have grown accustomed.



  1


“Old” Is Not a Disease

I HAD MET Bucky four times over the previous eight months. He wasn’t the kind of dog who bounded around the waiting room, but this gigantic, obese ten-year-old was a happy goober, always glad for a belly rub or an affectionate stroke on the side of his face whenever he came to the clinic. He still had plenty of good-natured slobber in him; it was always a treat to see him.

His owners were referred to us from his primary care veterinarian. I could see from their address that each visit meant a forty-mile drive down the turnpike, then ten more miles past the office parks, until the road gave way to cows grazing on the hills where we let out the larger animals that we take care of.

They brought in Bucky, a velvety chocolate Lab, because he had a condition that makes it difficult to breathe—laryngeal paralysis, which occurs in older dogs. He needed an operation to correct the problem, but his owners kept resisting because they were afraid for their old dog to undergo surgery. They felt it was too much to put him through.

A lot of owners fear surgery for their dogs, particularly their older ones, in part because they project their experience, or that of a relative, onto their animal. But while dogs do contend with postsurgical pain, they tend to deal with operations very differently than people do and heal faster, putting them back on their feet and into their normal routine much sooner. That’s true even for dogs of ten or older.

I explained this to Bucky’s family at our first meeting, but still, 
they were skittish about the surgery and asked whether there was any alternative. Because Bucky was so overweight, I explained that slimming him down would at least buy some time by helping to keep the problem from progressing rapidly. Relieved, they went home determined to curb Bucky’s calories and also have him burn off some pounds with increased activity.

But a couple of months went by, and when Bucky showed up at our clinic again, his breathing was more labored. He had not lost an ounce.

This happened two more times. Finally, Bucky came in barely able to breathe. He was so unable to take in air that he had to be anesthetized so a tube could be put down his throat to help with respiration. We thought that might give him the boost he needed, but every time we woke him up to see if he could breathe on his own, his tongue turned blue from lack of oxygen.

Sending him home and waiting for the next crisis was no longer an option. This was the ultimate crisis: he couldn’t breathe on his own.

With misgivings, the owners gave permission for the procedure. Bucky came through with flying colors, as most dogs do, and went home within two days, breathing normally and comfortably.

About six months later, a chocolate Lab came in with a laceration in his paw that needed to be tended to professionally. The dog had been running along the beach and cut himself on some rocks. He was happy and calm, albeit dripping some blood from his foot pad.

It took only a moment to realize the dog was Bucky—not Bucky as I had first met him more than a year earlier, but Bucky the way his owners remembered him from before his laryngeal paralysis ever developed: exuberant, charged up, and happy to run around—as well as a little thinner because he became more active with the improvement in his breathing. The old boy lived a couple more years after that, with a wonderful quality of life unhindered by significant health problems.


  —Scott Shaw, DVM, Assistant Professor, Department of Clinical Sciences/Emergency Critical Care


 


BRANDY SUDDENLY collapsed at home one morning while chewing on some rawhide. The family rushed her to the emergency room. They had no idea what was going on. She was eleven, but she had seemed perfectly fine until then. She was so sweet—a little curly-haired dachshund.

It turned out she had advanced heart disease that hadn’t been picked up. But that morning, a valve malfunction in her heart apparently caused the pressure there to go high enough that she actually tore the wall of her left atrium. So much blood spilled into the sac around her heart that it just looked like a huge round basketball on an X-ray.

It was a bad sign—advanced heart failure. Her prognosis was only six to eight more months of life.

The family was panicked. They didn’t see this coming. They had first brought Brandy home as a young puppy when the wife was pregnant with their first child, and the tiny thing would cuddle on the woman’s stomach, even though a kick from the baby was enough to send her tumbling. Now the family numbered four—the children were ten and nine.

Scared as they all were, they sprang into action. They kept Brandy on the necessary exercise restriction. They enrolled her in a clinical trial at Tufts to test a new drug meant to treat heart failure—never knowing whether Brandy would get the drug or the placebo. They kept her from being startled, even telling people not to ring the doorbell, because the excitement would cause Brandy to faint. They taught the kids to administer extra Lasix to Brandy if they found her short of breath. They even allowed us to put her on Viagra, a potent pulmonary vasodilator that would open the vessels in her lungs, although it was prohibitively expensive.

The parents would come in with spreadsheets listing all the medicines Brandy was on, her dosages, and how often she was supposed to take them. And, beyond all probability, they rigged an oxygen cage for her at home from the wife’s late father’s oxygen concentrator—he had had emphysema—which we tested at the hospital to make sure it worked. That cut down on hospital stays, which cut down on costs. They were the most amazing 
people, and Brandy would always continue to run around like a loopy bandit, even though her heart by that point literally took up her entire chest.

My office isn’t in the small-animal hospital itself. It’s in the red barn on the other side of the road. I don’t know how many times I ran across the way to see Brandy for various emergencies. When she finally died in the emergency room one night at age thirteen, twenty-two months after her first visit, we all had a good cry, including the husband, a six-foot-four lug of a man who was not prone to displays of raw emotion. It was cathartic. Though shaking with tears, the family had done everything they could to give Brandy almost two good years she wouldn’t have had without them.


  —Suzanne Cunningham, DVM, Cardiology Assistant Professor, Diplomate of the American College of Veterinary Internal Medicine (Cardiology)


 

OWNERS OF OLD DOGS often come in understandably frightened. They hear terms like “heart failure” or “laryngeal paralysis” and assume all is lost. Or maybe it’s simpler. Their dog has lost bladder control to the point that expensive rugs in the house have been ruined and the owners are at their wits’ end. Or a dog’s joints are so stiff she can’t make her way into the car, and they assume they will soon need to make an awful decision. Maybe nothing in particular is wrong, but the very idea of a dog’s drawing near to the full span of life expectancy often fills owners with dread. Indeed, of the four million dogs relinquished to shelters every year in the United States, almost a million are given up because they’re “too old.”

But old age is not a disease. It’s a stage of life.

Yes, the older a dog, the more vigilance is needed to combat various illnesses, and the more challenging the medical treatments. But, as they say, with age, what is lost on the swings is gained on the merry-go-round. An older dog may be more 
physically vulnerable, to be sure, but at the same time she may be more serene and easier to get along with—qualities that come with ripening, if you will.

Bucky and Brandy, for instance, still had a lot of life in them, but without the challenges of a puppy’s incautious exuberance and curiosity—licking up antifreeze and other toxins, running into the road after a squirrel, jumping on everyone who walks into the house.

 


[image: [Image]]
A twelve-year-old Border collie takes a momentary break from chasing a ball in the park.



 


In other words, a dog’s later years simply comprise one of a number of life phases with its own pluses and minuses, and are not to be dreaded but embraced.

Therein lies much of the pleasure we derive from our work—helping people enjoy their dog’s old age rather than spend it in worry and despair.


JUST WHAT IS “OLD,” ANYWAY?

The baseball legend Leroy “Satchel” Paige once asked, “How old would you be if you didn’t know how old you was?”

It was a rhetorical question, posed to make the point that age isn’t just a number. It’s also very much a state of mind, as well as a state of physical health. There are eighty-year-olds who seem more like sixty-year-olds, and people in their sixties who come across like octogenarians.

So it goes with dogs. We’ve cared for a thirteen-year-old poodle who had so much energy and joie de vivre you’d swear she was five. By the same token, we’ve taken care of five-year-old dogs hobbled by arthritis, diabetes, and other conditions typically associated with old age. That is, chronological age is fixed, but “old” age can be hard to pin down.

That’s part of the reason that estimating a dog’s age by employing the popular 7:1 ratio—assigning seven human years for every actual year a dog has lived—has its limitations. Because the passage of time plays out differently for different dogs and different people, it’s not possible for there to be a fixed correlation. But there’s also another issue.

The 7:1 ratio doesn’t even apply across the board as a general estimate. That’s a reasonable guide for mid-sized breeds and mutts—those dogs weighing somewhere between twenty and fifty pounds. But large dogs, such as Labrador retrievers, collies, and Saint Bernards, age more quickly, and small dogs, like Scottish terriers, Chihuahuas, and pugs, age more slowly. For instance, an eight-year-old dog who weighs fewer than twenty 
pounds tends to be around forty-eight in people years—squarely in middle age, with only six people years assigned for every actual year lived. An eight-year-old dog who weighs more than ninety pounds, on the other hand, is more likely to be roughly sixty-four in people years—closer to old than middle aged, with a ratio of 8:1—eight people years for every year lived.
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When the Great Pyrenees, left, reaches age seven, she will be geriatric. At the same age, the Shih Tzu at right will still be in the prime of his life.



 

That’s why the bigger the dog, the shorter, on average, her lifespan
 will be. Almost 40 percent of dogs weighing fewer than twenty pounds live ten years or longer (sometimes as long as twenty years), while only 13 percent of giant breeds like Great Danes and Newfoundlands live at least ten years.

We say on average because, again, aging and lifespan don’t play out according to a precise formula. There are small dogs whose lives are cut short by unexpected disease and large dogs who beat the odds and live closer to twenty years than ten or fifteen. It’s like weather; meteorologists talk about the average temperature and average amount of rainfall for the month, but you would be hard-pressed to find an actual “average” day.

 


Your Dog’s Age in People Years

It is impossible to translate exactly the age of a dog into a human age. Use the numbers in this chart as estimates.

 






	Actual Age (in Years)

	“Age” If Under 20 lbs

	“Age” If 20–50 lbs

	“Age” If 51–90 lbs

	“Age” If Greater Than 90 lbs




	6

	40

	42

	45

	49




	8

	48

	51

	55

	64




	10

	56

	60

	66

	78




	12

	64

	69

	77

	93




	14

	72

	78

	88

	108




	16

	80

	87

	99

	123




	18

	88

	96

	109

	



	20

	96

	
	
	







Given that “age” and lifespan are a bit tricky to pin down, when does a dog pass from middle-aged adulthood to her geriatric years? The question presents some of the same problems 
that calculating a dog’s age does, because old age is not a fixed threshold that all dogs of a certain size cross at the same time.

 


Age at Which a Dog Needs Increased Veterinary Monitoring

Follow these guidelines as a rule of thumb:

 

Fewer than 20 pounds: 11 to 12 years

20 to 50 pounds: 10 years

51 to 90 pounds: 9 years

Greater than 90 pounds: 7 years



 

That said, we have established cutoff points for when a dog should be considered geriatric, or old, depending on her size. This is necessary because after a certain point, veterinarians need to monitor a dog’s health a little differently than they would a younger dog, as you’ll see in subsequent chapters. Nutrition needs change as well.

Don’t get too hung up on the exact numbers. If your dog is young for her age and the vet starts checking her more thoroughly for various conditions common in old age before it is truly necessary, she will not be any worse off for the extra care. And if your dog is somewhat old for her age, a vet who has been taking care of her for a while should be able to ascertain any changes from her baseline health and treat her accordingly. You’ll start to notice, too. Dogs, like people, often begin to slow down a little as they make their way into old age.

The longest-lived dog is said to be an Australian cattle dog who died at the super-ripe old age of twenty-nine. But that was reported in the 1930s, and there is no proof. And since Australian cattle dogs are medium-sized, weighing about thirty to thirty-five pounds, we have our doubts. The oldest dog we have on record at our clinic, where more than 100,000 dogs have been seen, is a twenty-one-year-old Chihuahua named Trudy.




WHAT HEALTHY AGING LOOKS LIKE


There’s no getting around the fact that certain diseases are much more common in older dogs. For instance, three in five dogs eventually die of cancer, kidney disease, or heart disease (the subjects of Chapters 5, 6, and 7, which will explain how to successfully manage these illnesses, often for long periods). A number of conditions that are not immediately life-threatening 
but are chronic and require ongoing medical therapy also strike older dogs more commonly. These include diabetes, Cushing’s syndrome, and several others (covered in Chapter 3). Furthermore, every body system is more likely to fail in an older dog than in a younger one.
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Older dogs often go gray around the muzzle. We think it adds character—no Clairol needed.



 

But there’s no such thing as a dog (or a person, for that matter) dying of old age or “natural causes.” A severely diseased organ is always involved.

That said, there are changes a dog goes through that have nothing to do with disease processes but, rather, are simply normal physiologic shifts. To help you distinguish aging from illness, here is a rundown of those natural, expected modifications that occur as a dog enters and passes through her geriatric years. You’ll see that many of them are similar to changes that people undergo, but which do not grip them with fear of imminent death or disability. They simply require a little more attention on the part of those caring for canine loved ones, along with an appreciation that the dog may very well need your sensitivity with regard to exercise intensity, severe weather conditions, and so forth.

 

Graying hair. The graying of humans’ hair is most noticeable on top of the head. A dog’s hairs, just like a person’s, also start to turn gray in her later years, but the graying normally occurs right on the face, particularly around the muzzle. Nothing to worry about. Your pet won’t even try to pluck them. (Some breeds, including golden retrievers, can go gray very early.)

 

Slower metabolism. Just like older people, older dogs burn fewer calories than they did in their younger years. Some of the decrease results from slower cell turnover and slower movement of bodily substances within and between cells—a decrease in activity on the biological level. And some results from the fact that dogs, like people, develop a higher fat-to-muscle ratio as they age; fat burns calories more slowly than muscle.


But most of the decrease in metabolic rate comes simply from dogs tending to become less physically active in old age. The less active they are, the more their muscle cells go unused and therefore atrophy and die off, increasing their fat-to-muscle ratio even more. Also, their heart, lungs, and the rest of their cardiovascular network become less revved, so those body systems need fewer calories to sustain themselves.

A slower metabolism, concomitant with a loss of muscle and a relative increase in fat, is not a catastrophe; metabolic decline happens. But a dog, like a person, will remain stronger and fitter—slower to become infirm—if she can hold on to muscle and retard the slowing of metabolic rate as she advances through the aging process. The silver lining here: slowed physical activity often comes from conditions like obesity or arthritis, which are more treatable than ever. Once these conditions are dealt with and the dog becomes more active again, she can build up more muscle and enjoy a renewed rise in metabolic rate, keeping her younger longer.

 

Difficulty adapting to hot and cold temperatures. Chicago is stuck in a deep freeze for two weeks. Houston swelters for days on end, with temperatures topping 100 degrees. In which group of people do news reporters broadcast deaths from hypothermia or heat stroke, or at least emergency visits to the hospital? The elderly.

Older dogs are also less physiologically tolerant of very hot or very cold weather. A geriatric dog left outside for a long time on a humid summer day with the sun beating down is more likely to become dehydrated and fall ill. That same dog will also have a harder time staying warm enough in frigid weather. Her body can adjust to the cold only so much.

Is it normal? Yes. Is it comfortable? No. Can it sometimes cause unnecessary illness or worse? Most definitely. It’s important to keep in mind that (1) we don’t all live in a San Diego–like climate, and (2) our dogs age a lot faster than we do. Thus, just 
because your dog was able to jog with you in 85-degree weather when you were thirty-two and she was two doesn’t mean she’ll be able to when you’re thirty-nine and she’s nine. That’s seven years for you, but half a lifetime for her. Go easy.

Similarly, take simple steps to ensure your dog’s comfort when it’s very cold or very hot. Put her in a fuzzy dog bed with a blanket over her when it’s cold out and you’ve lowered the thermostat to 60 degrees to conserve oil. (It’s especially important because your dog is close to the floor, and hot air rises toward the ceiling, while cold air in the room sinks.) You may even want to get her a heating pad—some are made especially for dog beds nowadays.

In hot weather, make sure your pal has plenty of water available and is near a source of coolness or at least shade. And if you fly her from one place to another once or twice a year, consider buying a climate-controlled pet carrier that can heat or cool. (See Resources in the back of the book.) One of the most stressful places for the canine body in terms of extreme heat and cold might be an airport. The belly of the plane may be temperature-controlled, but not the tarmac in frigid or blazing hot weather.

 

Decreased immunity. One of the most common questions people ask veterinarians as their dog gets older is whether she still needs her vaccinations. In fact, a lot of people with dogs skip the vaccinations in later years, figuring that their pet has already been vaccinated against various illnesses a number of times and has not gotten sick to that point, so why put the animal through more shots? It’s a grave mistake. Older dogs need their shots even more than when they were young and middle-aged. The immune system, like other body systems, slows down in old age, making a dog more susceptible not only to diseases such as cancer but also to infections. She simply cannot mount a sufficient immune response to illnesses she might have been able to ward off in her younger days.

Consider the following scenario, which we have seen more 
than once. An older dog is not kept up to date with her vaccines, but her people continue to let her romp where as-yet-unvaccinated puppies roam, or they introduce a still-unvaccinated puppy into the household. The older dog ends up with parvo virus, which attacks the gastrointestinal tract and immune system and causes severe vomiting and diarrhea. It can also cause a secondary bacterial infection that spreads from the GI tract to the rest of the body, sometimes resulting in death.

It’s precisely because of unanticipated exposure to vaccine-preventable viruses that an older dog’s vaccination schedule must be maintained. Her age is not a signal to slack off but, rather, all the more reason to make sure she gets her regular shots. Modern medicine can really be useful to counteract a normal, age-related decline, and it should be fully taken advantage of.

 

Decrease in heart and lung function. Aging dogs do not get coronary artery disease, and they don’t get heart attacks, as people do. Rather, as a dog ages, she does not respond as efficiently to physiologic stress—an increase in heart rate resulting from exercise, for example. She doesn’t have the needed cardiac reserve. The heart is also more susceptible to the effects of anesthesia. (This is not to say that geriatric dogs shouldn’t undergo procedures requiring anesthesia. They should. The vet simply has to take age into account when administering the anesthetic.)

It’s the same for the lungs, which function in close concert with the heart. The elastic fibers in a dog’s lungs allow them to expand and contract with each breath. But as a dog grows older, some of the fibers are replaced by scar tissue, diminishing her ability to breathe as efficiently as possible. Lung secretions also change, which translates to a diminished capacity for oxygen to cross from the air the dog breathes into her lungs and then to the rest of the body. Thus, just as those who are used to exercising with their dogs need to recognize that an older dog can’t 
exercise in extreme temperatures as well as when she was younger, they should recognize that, say, five years is going to change a human’s exercise capacity much less dramatically than a dog’s. A jog or brisk walk with a dog by your side may need to become significantly slower as the dog progresses through older ages. (And we don’t like to see a dog of any age tethered to a bicycle. Imagine not being able to stop running when you needed to.)

 

Hormonal changes. The network of hormones and the glands that secrete them is called the endocrine system. While age-related changes vary from gland to gland, overall there tends to be some degeneration. For instance, the response of the hormone insulin to clear sugar from the bloodstream after food has been eaten might not be as vigorous. What’s “normal” for thyroid hormone values differs in older dogs, too, which is significant because the hormone coming from the thyroid gland is instrumental in the regulation of metabolic activity. These changes don’t automatically translate to disease states, but aging dogs have to be watched more carefully for hormone-mediated conditions such as diabetes and hypothyroidism, both of which affect the body cells’ ability to do what they have to do.

One study has shown that the normal thyroid level for a female beagle puppy is 4.3 milligrams per deciliter of blood, while the normal level for the same dog at age twelve would be 2.6.

 

Changes in the reproductive system. There is no menopause in the canine world. Female dogs never lose their ability to bear puppies. But fertility does decrease with age, resulting in smaller (and fewer) litters. Also, puppies born to older dogs often have congenital defects, and there can be complications with whelping (labor). Of course, we recommend that most dogs be spayed by the age of six months, anyway. Females are significantly more prone to developing cancerous tumors of the mammary glands if they are not spayed before their first heat (which generally occurs between the ages of six and twelve months).


Older male dogs, like older men, are prone to prostate problems resulting from enlargement. The greatest difficulty for dogs with enlarged prostates is an increased susceptibility to infections, which can lead to illness that is accompanied by fever. An enlarged prostate can also make it difficult to go to the bathroom, but whereas in men it’s about urinating, in dogs it’s sometimes about difficulty with bowel movements. The difference is likely due to differences in anatomy between the two species.

Note: Enlargement of the prostate occurs in male dogs who have not been neutered—a good reason to have them neutered before they reach their first birthdays, just like their female counterparts.

 

Gastrointestinal slowdown. No doubt if you’ve ever gotten up close to your dog (which you most assuredly have), you know where the term “dog breath” comes from. You don’t like it, but you live with it—your dog may not love all of your scents, either. Sometimes, though, a dog’s bad breath may not just be unpleasant, it could be a sign of dental disease, particularly in an older dog. Why? While GI function in older dogs remains pretty much intact in the stomach and intestines, there’s a decrease in gastrointestinal action in the mouth, which is the beginning of the GI tract. Specifically, there is a decreased production of saliva, which helps clean the oral cavity. And the less clean the mouth, the more likely that problems with the teeth will occur.

Almost universal in older dogs is the development of dental tartar and periodontal, or gum, disease. That frequently makes eating difficult and increases the incidence of infections in the gingiva, the medical term for the gums. Some research has suggested that those infections can precipitate heart and kidney infections. It’s not well-documented, but gingival infections certainly can be painful, and older dogs whose dental needs are not tended can lose their teeth.

It used to be that as dogs grew older and ended up with compromised teeth, the teeth were pulled as a matter of course. 
Today, a dog can undergo a lot of the same procedures people do in order to save their teeth—and their ability to chew and enjoy their food. (Chapter 3 covers saving your dog’s teeth in greater detail.)

 


Avoid the Most Common Cause of Premature Death: Overfeeding

Too many calories, leading to excess weight, will hasten a dog’s death. In a seminal study proving the point, researchers tracked two groups of dogs from puppyhood through old age. One group was given enough food to keep them trim and healthy. The other group was fed 25 percent more food—not even enough to make them fat, but enough to make them overweight throughout their lives. A full fifteen years later, the thinner dogs were less likely to have developed hip dysplasia and osteoarthritis. Even more dramatic, they lived, on average, two years longer than their overfed counterparts.



 

Decrease in liver size. The liver has two main functions. One is to manufacture proteins, which are the building blocks for all the tissues in the body. The other is to break down toxic substances and deposit them in bile, which makes its way to the intestinal tract and is then excreted in bowel movements.

As a dog ages, she actually loses liver cells, which makes her liver smaller. That, in turn, translates into a decrease in liver function, which means a diminished capacity to detoxify. For instance, because the liver helps metabolize drugs, an older dog might not handle a particular drug dose as well as she would have when she was younger. Even dietary supplements may be metabolized more slowly in an older dog.

This is not necessarily something you will ever end up dealing with. A shrinking liver with advanced age is a fact of life. But your veterinarian might very well end up taking 
liver capacity and function into account when prescribing drugs (including anesthetics) or advising you about supplements, which is why you should not only tell your veterinarian if you’re giving your dog supplements, but also tell what amount, so she can let you know if the dose is too much of a liver burden. There’s no simple test for liver function, so the vet won’t be able to prescribe drugs for an older dog according to a precise formula. But various blood tests, considered in combination with the dog’s age, allow for a reasonable, safe estimate of proper drug doses.

 

Decrease in kidney and bladder function. A dog, like a person (and almost all other animals), has two kidneys. And each kidney is composed of thousands of nephrons, sub-units that help filter waste from the blood and send it out of the body through the urine. Long story short: kidney function decreases with age.

Unfortunately, as with the liver, there’s no single perfect test for kidney function. The screenings most commonly used don’t show any abnormality until a dog has already lost 75 percent of her kidney capacity, which means a dog’s kidneys could be in pretty bad shape, even though the numbers on a lab test might look normal. (More on detecting kidney problems—and what to do about them—in Chapter 7.)

The other major organ of the urinary system is the bladder. If her bladder doesn’t function properly, a dog may end up dripping or leaving puddles where she has been sleeping. The condition has the same name as it does for humans—urinary incontinence. Older female dogs, predominantly those who have been spayed, are the ones to end up afflicted with urinary incontinence. There’s a drop in levels of the hormone estrogen with spaying, which weakens the tone of the sphincter that controls urination and affects dogs more as they age. Between 20 and 50 percent of adult, spayed female dogs develop some degree of urinary incontinence.

The problem has traditionally led some owners to bring their 
older dogs to the pound, where they often meet the fate of euthanasia. But now incontinence can be treated much more successfully than it used to be. (Urine soiling, and how to solve it, will be discussed in some detail in Chapter 3.) Incontinence resulting from cognitive dysfunction (“canine Alzheimer’s”) can be dealt with, too.

 

Bone loss. Like people, aging dogs often undergo a decrease in bone density. Fortunately, because dogs have a shorter lifespan than people, they tend not to develop osteoporosis. Their loss in bone mass is rarely enough to cause problems such as a fracture upon falling. If a dog does break a bone, it usually signifies disease of the bone at that location rather than decreased bone density throughout the body. We call that a pathologic fracture.

 

Neurologic decline. Falloff in this area divides logically into two categories: a decline of the senses, including smell, sight, and hearing; and a decline in the function of brain cells. Both happen as a matter of course. It’s the degree to which they occur that determines whether a dog’s everyday life becomes significantly compromised. It’s also important to pinpoint which parts of the neurologic, or nervous, system are causing a problem. Sometimes a neurologic deficit could seem like a decline in brain function when it is not.

Consider that a decline in the function of cells in the ear canal can lead to hearing loss. Easy, right? But such a sensory deficit might also lead to behavior that looks like senility, yet isn’t. If your old dog isn’t turning around when you call, you might suppose she’s gone daft, when she simply can’t hear you. Some degree of hearing loss is, in fact, quite common in older dogs. That’s why it’s important not to automatically assume your older dog has a canine version of Alzheimer’s if her behavior has become erratic or she seems not to understand as much as she used to. Veterinary testing is key here.

Sometimes a screening at the vet’s office will 
reveal a problem that has nothing to do with a root problem in the nervous system. For instance, a brain tumor could be causing a dog to act differently, less engaged or perhaps more erratically, from the way she used to. The earlier it’s caught and treated, the less damage it will do.

Note that decreased eyesight, very common in aging dogs because of degenerative changes in the fluid of the eyes’ back chambers along with degenerative changes in the lenses, tends not to be as serious for a dog as it would be for a person. You might not even notice. Why? Dogs are generally not involved in the fine visual detail work of, say, driving a car or reading the newspaper; they don’t surf the Net. If the squirrel gets away, it’s no big deal, and neither your dog nor you will suffer for it.



WATCHING FOR TRUE ILLNESS

Just as it is important to understand the natural changes that occur in a dog as part of the aging process, so as not to become unduly alarmed and mistake age for illness, it is equally important not to dismiss true illness as a garden-variety symptom of old age. For instance, we’ve had people bring in old dogs who had
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