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Canine Osteo-arthritis: Management & Treatment Options
Osteo-arthritis is a disease/condition characterized by changes in
the articular cartilage of joints and the surrounding soft tissues. Genetic or
developmental factors (such as hip dysplasia), trauma (injuries), obesity,
and normal “wear and tear” with aging are all factors that can play roles in
the development and progression of osteo-arthritis. In some cases, immune
system disorders or infection can be involved. There are both physical and
chemical changes in joints affected by osteo-arthritis.
Osteo-arthritis is diagnosed by physical examination (which may
demonstrate lameness, evidence of pain, “crepitus”, or decreased mobility in the affected joints) and radiographs (which
demonstrate the bony conformation and condition of affected joints).
By the time of diagnosis, the pathologic changes of osteo-arthritis are often irreversible. No treatment is effective
in restoring an arthritic joint to a completely normal condition. The goals of treatment include:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Alleviate pain & discomfort,
Arrest secondary degenerative changes,
Produce maximum joint function, and
Limit the potential for adverse reactions or interactions involving medications.

There are medical --- and sometimes surgical --- treatment options for managing the effects of osteo-arthritis.
Appropriate options depend on the age and health of the dog, the joint(s) affected, the clinical severity of the disease, the
radiographic appearance of the joint(s), the intended use of the dog, and financial constraints. A “multi-modal” approach
is often ideal, using a combination of weight control, diet, anti-inflammatory / pain relief medication, nutraceuticals (to
help preserve joint cartilage), and appropriate exercise +/- physical therapy.
Medical (“Multi-modal”) Therapy:
Weight control (critical) - reduce stress on joints.
Controlled exercise – maintain mobility & joint range of motion.
Diet – omega-3 fatty acid-enriched diets (such as Hills j/d) & / or weight control diets (w/d, r/d, m/d)
“Nutraceuticals” (Oral “joint protectant” medications)
Cosequin, Glycoflex, Synovi: Combinations of Glucosamine, Chondroitin sulfate,
Glycoaminoglycans (GAGs), Methylsulfonylmethane (MSM), anti-oxidants, etc., which appear to have
various anti-inflammatory effects. Cost ~ $2.00 – $15.00 per week (depending on dog’s size & dose).
Specific blood monitoring not required with chronic use.
Duralactin or Duralactin Joint Plus: MicroLactin milk protein product appears to block
chemical & blood cell events in inflammation. Cost ~ $ 2.60 – $15.00+ per week (depending on specific
supplement and dog’s size). Blood test monitoring not required with chronic use.

NSAIDs (Non-Steroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs):
Analgesic (pain relief) and anti-inflammatory effects, to reduce pain and inflammation
associated with osteo-arthritis. Though most NSAIDs are very useful in management of arthritis
pain and inflammation, rare but serious side effects have been reported in dogs taking these
medications. Serious side effects can occur with or without warning and in rare situations result in
death. The most common NSAID-related side effects generally involve the stomach (such as
bleeding ulcers) or intestines (diarrhea). Kidneys and liver can also be affected, as they are
involved in metabolism and excretion of NSAIDs. Particularly for dogs on long-term NSAID
medication (i.e./ longer than 2 weeks), regular blood chemistry monitoring is important (see
below).
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Prescription NSAIDs (Rimadyl, Deramaxx, Metacam, etc.) are considered
more effective than aspirin, require only once-daily dosing, and are generally
considered safer than aspirin, due to more specific anti-inflammatory effects.
Cost ~ $5.00 – $25.00 + per week (depends on dog’s size)

Anti-inflammatory drugs (injectable):
Adequan [Polysulfated Glycosaminoglycan (GAG) injections] – A series of 8 injections over 4
weeks, increases levels of joint “lubrication”. The cost is ~ $100–250 for the series of injections.
Therapeutic Laser Therapy:
Laser therapy stimulates blood flow, reduces inflammation, and decreases pain in joints affected
by osteoarthritis, and can decrease the need for chronic medications. Typically an initial series (“3-2-1”)
is followed by “maintenance” treatments, as indicated by the patient’s condition and response.
Surgical Options:
Generally limited to cases of arthritis involving the hip joint, and can involve remodeling or replacement
of hip joint components. In most cases, surgery may be chosen for hip conditions that have failed to respond
adequately to medical management. Hip joint replacement surgery is an option for dogs, but only in a specialty
referral hospital setting.

Summary of management of osteo-arthritis:
Again, the goals of treatment for osteo-arthritis include alleviating pain/discomfort, arresting secondary
degenerative changes, and producing maximum joint function, within the limitations of the condition of the affected
joint(s). There are medical --- and sometimes surgical --- treatment options for osteo-arthritis which can help to manage
symptoms and improve the quality of your pet’s life.
Recommended Blood Chemistry Monitoring:
Initial database: General Health Profile (GHP, $ 121.90)) or Pre-Anesthetic Profile (PAP, $ 70.00) to establish
baseline values for kidney & liver function, and identify pre-existing conditions which may affect medication choices,
dosages, and/or dose frequency recommendations.
Follow-up Testing (2 weeks): Specific tests (ALT, AP, BUN, Creatinine) or “NSAID Panel” to monitor for
elevations in organ chemistries which could indicate early adverse effects on organs.
Follow-up Testing (every 3-6 months): Specific tests (ALT, AP, BUN, Creatinine) or “NSAID Panel” to
monitor for elevations in organ chemistries which could indicate adverse effects of chronic medication use.

Ask our staff for recommendations regarding the medication and monitoring options which are appropriate for
your pets’ specific situation. It is possible to manage osteo-arthritis and improve your pets’ quality of life.

