
 

Canine Heart Disease  

Explanation of Disease  

Heart disease encompasses a number of conditions which affect the way the heart functions. The 

disease may relate to the structure of the heart, its ability to pump blood around the body or may be 

the result of a problem with the conductivity of electrical impulses through the heart which control 

the heart’s rate and rhythm.  

The most common diseases of the canine heart are:  

• Myxomatous Valvular Degeneration: This disease, is most commonly seen in middle aged to 
older small breed dogs. Breeds such as Cavalier King Charles Spaniels, Maltese Terriers and 
Miniature Dachshunds are predisposed and can develop heart disease at a young age. 
Myxomatous valvular degeneration primarily affects the valves within the heart and to 
understand the consequence of degeneration of the valves it is important to understand the 
role they play in the function of the heart. The heart is a pump, responsible for 
pumping/circulating blood around the body. The heart has four chambers, two on the right 
side and two on the left. Each chamber is separated by a pair of valves, these open to receive 
blood and then close as the heart muscle contracts, pumping out blood to the body. The right 
chambers of the heart receives de-oxygenated blood from the body and pumps this to the 
lungs to collect oxygen. The left chambers of the heart then receive newly oxygenated blood 
from the lungs and pump this oxygenated blood back to all the body. The valves play an 
integral part in maintaining one way blood flow, so that oxygenated and deoxygenated blood 
do not mix. In myxomatous valvular degeneration the valves in the heart do not open and 
close effectively. The result of this is turbulent blood flow through the heart, mixing of 
oxygenated and deoxygenated blood and a build-up in pressure in the vessels surrounding the 
heart. One or multiple valves may be affected with this type of disease, which is usually a 
result of degeneration with age and time. When pressure builds up in the vessels due to 
disease of the valves in the right side of the heart, the vessels expand, eventually however, 
fluid then starts to leak from the vessels causing free fluid within the abdomen referred to as 
ascites.  When pressure builds up in the vessels due to disease of the valves in the left side of 
the heart, the vessels expand, eventually however, fluid then starts to leak from the vessels 
causing free fluid within the chest referred to as pulmonary edema.   
The body has an incredible capacity to compensate for these changes, however with time the 

body is less able to compensate for the weakness and eventually the heart will start to fail. In 

some cases the cords holding the degenerate valves in the heart can rupture resulting in 

sudden deterioration into heart failure. Prognosis is guarded for dogs that have progressed 

into heart failure, but not all dogs will progress to this advanced stage as it can take some time 

for the disease to progress.  

 

• Dilated Cardiomyopathy (DCM): This disease of the heart most commonly occurs in middle 
aged to older, large breed dogs. With breeds such as Dobermans, Boxers and Cocker Spaniels 
being over represented. It occurs as a result of weakening and stretching of the heart muscle 
causing enlargement of the heart with time and impaired pumping ability. Although the body 
can cope for a short while with the weakness in the heart muscle, these dogs often progress 
more quickly into heart failure.  
 

 

 



 

 

Clinical Symptoms 

• Myxomatous valvular degeneration in the early stages can often present with few to no 
obvious signs. This is because the heart is compensating for the underlying degeneration in 
the valves. However most commonly in this asymptomatic stage a heart murmur can be 
detected on physical exam. A heart murmur indicates turbulent blood flow through the 
weakened valves of the heart. It is important to note the heart murmurs can also be detected 
in dogs with congenital heart disease or obstructive heart disorders. As myxomatous valvular 
degeneration progresses, the most common signs owners notice is reduced exercise 
tolerance, increased respiratory rate, soft coughing after rest, weight loss and swelling of the 
abdomen. When in heart failure, dogs present with signs of severe breathing difficulty, blue 
or purple gums and collapse or sudden death.  

 

• Dilated cardiomyopathy often presents with vague signs; the most common signs noticed by 
owners include exercise intolerance, coughing and weight loss. On examination with a 
veterinarian an elevated heart rate, change in heart rhythm or murmur may be noticed.  

  

Diagnostic procedures 

If heart disease is suspected investigation is always warranted. If a heart murmur is detected at time 

of veterinary examination, the vet will be able to grade the murmur which gives some indication into 

how severe the disease is. However the best investigation into the cause/severity of the valve disease 

is through imaging with chest x-rays and/or heart ultrasound. In any dog with a heart murmur it is 

recommended that owners are mindful of the underlying heart disease and watch for signs that may 

suggest the disease is getting worse, this includes: A resting respiratory rate >30 breathes per minute, 

exercise intolerance or a soft moist coughing. Once clinical symptoms are noticed treatment is 

recommended, and recent evidence suggests that starting treatment early can slow the progression 

of the disease. 

Treatment  

• Myxomatous valvular degeneration requires treatment when the body can no longer 

compensate for the weakened valves. Treatment aims to reduce the work load on the heart, 

reduce fluid build-up in the lungs and also improve the efficiency of the heart as a pump. These 

treatments are all lifelong and the addition of more medications over time are sometimes 

required. Regular vet checks every 6 months are recommended for monitoring the heart 

disease and also the response to medication.  

 

• Dilated cardiomyopathy warrants treatment as soon as the disease is identified. The 

treatment aims to increase the heart’s pumping efficiency and reduce its rate. Regular vet 

checks every 6 months are recommended for monitoring the heart disease and also the 

response to medication. 
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