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Advice On Osteoarthritis
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What did you say my dog had? 
‘Osteoarthritis’ (OA) is by far the most common type of arthritis we see in dogs today. It is a degenerative (wear and tear) disease which can affect one or more commonly, multiple joints. OA in dogs causes painful joints, just as it does in people. The good news is that with proper management your pet can be kept comfortable and active and the progression of the condition can be slowed down. Owners often only fully appreciate how OA affected their pets once they see the improvement a good management programme can have.
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What are the signs of Osteoarthritis? 
Your dog may show lameness in one leg, reluctance to rise or exercise, inability to jump or climb stairs, they may be licking over a particular joint or it may even manifest itself as irritability or aggressive behaviour. It is a slowly progressing condition but OA can present suddenly if there is an acute flare up due to over exercise or injury- you may feel a hot swollen, painful joint and a grinding sensation on manipulation. 

What causes Osteoarthritis? 
OA is a degeneration of the cartilage which covers long bones in our joints. This can be worsened by abnormal mechanical stresses –eg poor conformation or previous injury. This leads to inflammation, bone remodelling and fibrosis of the joints resulting in the pain and stiffness we see clinically. Dogs of any age or breed can develop OA but we most commonly see it in middle age to older large breed dogs with the hips, knees, elbows and shoulders being the usual sites affected.

How do we diagnose the condition? 
Owner’s history and clinical signs are the most important indicators of OA. X-rays and possibly joint fluid analysis may be needed for a definitive diagnosis.

What can we for dogs with Osteoarthritis? 
A lot! And the sooner we diagnose and address the problem the more we can do to slow its progression and keep your dog pain free and active. Treatment will depend on the severity or stage of OA but may include;

A) Weight loss to reduce stress on joints (very important!!)

B) Exercise –short regular walks (20mins x 3) and ideally swimming (hydrotherapy)
c) Medication –in mild-moderate cases your vet may recommend a) + b) and a ‘joint supplement’ (glucosamine/chondroitin) or a course of injections (Cartrophen) which address the underlying disease and have minimal side effects. In more moderate to severe OA we may need to use an anti-inflammatory/pain killer(NSAID’s e.g. Rimadyl or Metacam) to keep your pet active and comfortable –Never be tempted to use a human pain killer on your pets –these can have very serious consequences. When using NSAID’s it is common practice to check kidney and liver parameters via urine and blood tests.

In very advanced complicated cases surgical procedures such as hip replacements can be performed.

How can we monitor the response to treatment? 
Usually soon after starting the treatment regime you will notice a marked improvement in your pets mobility and overall demeanour. They will however need to be monitored closely and have their programmes adjusted as the disease progresses. Regular 3-monthly check ups will be required to check the joints and to take repeat urine and or blood samples to ensure the medication can continue to be used safely and to keep within prescription legislation.

With commitment from both owner and veterinarian OA is a condition which can be managed very successfully to ensure your pet lives a long comfortable active life.
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Key Points





Any age –any breed but more common in older large breed dogs


Can affect one or multiple joints


Progressive degenerative condition


Exercise regime, weight control and medication required to manage.


3 to 6 monthly check-ups including urine and blood testing required











