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ABSTRACT

Veterinary professionals are taught to recognize that “old age is not a disease.” However, clients may have the perception that

older dogs and cats undergo an unavoidable physical, mental, and behavioral decline attributable simply to old age. The veteri-

nary team’s role includes providingmedical care and support to senior pets tomaintain their quality of life, aswell as supporting

and educating clients on proper senior animal care and addressing anymisconceptions about the aging process. TheseGuide-

lines describe a systematic approach to the healthcare of the senior pet that is based on an evidence-guided assessment of

both healthy and unhealthy canine and feline patients. By using evidence-guided medicine, which may include conventional

and integrative approaches as well as environmental management for the senior pet, the patient’s quality of life can be

enhanced and potentially extended during this vulnerable life stage. Developing a senior program for the veterinary practice

requires appropriate training of the entire healthcare team and includes a robust client education program that focuses on the

wellbeing of the senior pet. Palliative and hospice care should be included in the education and information provided for both

the veterinary teamand the families of senior pets. (J AmAnimHospAssoc 2023; 59:1–21. DOI 10.5326/JAAHA-MS-7343)
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BCS (body condition score); CADES (CAnine DEmentia Scale); CCD

(canine cognitive dysfunction); DISHAA (Disorientation, alterations in

social Interactions, changes in Sleep-wake cycles, loss of House train-

ing and other learned behaviors, altered Activity levels, and increased

Anxiety); FCD (feline cognitive dysfunction); GOLPP (geriatric onset

laryngeal paralysis polyneuropathy); IRIS (International Renal Interest

Society); LBM (lean body mass); MER (maintenance energy require-

ments); QOL (quality of life)
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TABLE 2

Body System Diagnostic Approach Therapeutic Tip

Integument PE focus: Identify, describe, and map skin lesions, i.e., pruritus, 
alopecia. Do not forget nails, nail beds, and interdigital spaces.  

Baseline dermatology diagnostic evaluation should include:
• Senior blood profile with urinalysis  
• Skin scraping/impression cytology of any lesions
• Dermatophyte testing if concerned about fungal disease
• Measuring, mapping and aspiration of any growths
• Other integument issues regarding nails, nail beds; ears may 

need different care
• Evaluate for pain
• For malignant conditions, consider thoracic and abdominal 

imaging as part of the clinical staging 

The Guidelines task force encourages skin biopsy in senior pets 
presented with chronic dermatopathy if the baseline diagnostics 
are negative. 

Recommend referral to a specialist for chronic, progressive, or 
neoplastic cases. 

• Avoid steroid use if possible until a 
microscopic diagnosis is established. 

• Recognize that dermatologic issues 
may also have a pain component and 
should be treated for pain.

• Use validated scales to monitor 
progression of treatment as 
appropriate.1

Oral PE focus: Oral cavity, with particular focus on fractured, loose 
teeth, foreign bodies, oral ulcers, inflammation, masses.  Make 
note of degree of dental disease and ability to prehend and 
swallow.  Head and neck palpation.

Baseline diagnostic evaluation should include:
• Senior blood profile with urinalysis 

Additional diagnostic tests: 
• Complete visual examination of the entire oral cavity with 

general anesthesia
• Head and neck radiographs
• Skull CT may be useful

• Staging procedures is a viable plan.

Hemolymphatic PE focus: Mucous membrane color, capillary refill time, abdominal 
palpation, lymph node palpation.

Baseline diagnostic evaluation should include:
• Senior blood profile with urinalysis
• Lymph node aspiration if indicated

Additional diagnostic tests: 
• CBC with pathology evaluation for cell morphology
• Imaging to rule out secondary etiology for hematologic abnormality
• Coagulation profile
• Flow cytometry in select cases
• Bone marrow aspirate

Diagnostic Approaches by Body System for Senior Dogs and Cats

Listen

Tools

Resources
for Veterinary Teams

aaha.org/senior-care

While keeping senior pets healthy 
means incorporating all aspects of 
excellent pet health care, appropriate 
nutrition should be part of every 
senior pet visit —and food can be an 
emotional subject for people who love 
their pets! 

Keep an eye out for ‘brief bites’ 
from Vicky Ograin, MBA, RVT, VTS 
(Nutrition) throughout this toolkit to 
remind us that nutrition conversations 
can help build trust and nurture the 
bond between clients, pets, and the 
veterinary team.

Meet Harvey 
& Gladys
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Roll Out the Red Carpet 
for your practice’s senior patients! 
As the “front of the house,” you can make senior pets and their families feel 
instantly at home—and show them they matter just as much as puppies and kittens.  
Try these tips for a senior-friendly experience:

Make sure to update photos 
in their patient profi les. 
Aging is a privilege – let your patients show off  by off ering 
to snap a pic in the waiting room or exam room while they 
wait to check out. 

Repurpose those photos 
for social media. 
Sweet senior pet photos are pretty hard to scroll past. Plus, 
by highlighting seniors on your social, other families with 
seniors will know you’re a safe bet (and maybe remember 
it’s time to make an appointment). 

Chivalry isn’t dead. 
When you know a geriatric pet is on the schedule, get props 
ready. Smaller gestures can make an enormous diff erence 
in an older pet’s visit, like inexpensive yoga mats in the 
waiting room, orthopedic beds in the exam room, ramps for 
getting over curbs and in and out of cars, and, for the most 
limited mobility patients, rooms closest to the door to avoid 
having to walk too far. 

Scan QR code to 
download this 
team resource
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CLIENT CARE CORNER

Food is emotional – that’s the diff erence. Nobody’s putting fl ea control on 
themselves, but they are eating, and it can be a very emotional subject. 

—VICKY OGRAIN, MBA, RVT, VTS (NUTRITION)

Take good notes. 
You’re in a position of power in the waiting area or at the front 
window, because you see patients when they’re moving more 
naturally and when they’re with the people they trust. Watch 
how they walk around the parking lot, squat on the grass, get 
in and out of vehicles. If they’re small and in carriers, listen for 
vocalizing that signals stress, make sure they’ve got soft liners 
for creaky joints, and gently hint at anti-anxiety measures such 
as supplements, pheromones, medication, and training that 
may make visits less stressful. If they ask: yes, you can teach 
old dogs (and cats) new tricks! 

Are seniors your superpower? 
Don’t let the appointment experience end when they leave. 
Older pets and their families can leave both sick and well 
visits with a long list of instructions, a bag of medications, 
or some hard choices to make. By calling, emailing, or even 
texting to check in within a day or two, you can make them 
feel less alone, empathize and reassure them if they’re 
feeling overwhelmed, and answer or pass on questions they 
might be hesitant to ask. 

Emotions matter.
Talk with your team about other ways you can work together 
to ease the emotional burden of having a senior pet. Most 
of us have lost a loyal friend we thought we couldn’t live 
without, and it’s all too easy to put ourselves back there 
again when we see how hard even talking about joint 
supplements or a senior diet can be for clients with pets 
they are terrifi ed to lose. 
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It does my heart good to know I’ve helped pet parents navigate the life of 
their pet. It keeps my passion going. 

—VICKY OGRAIN, MBA, RVT, VTS (NUTRITION)

6

Nutrition is Vital
Most veterinary teams automatically perform the 
fi rst four vital assessments in every physical exam 
(temperature, pulse, respiration, and pain), but what 
about the fi fth? A nutritional assessment is another 
vital assessment that must be completed to provide 
the highest quality care to your patients. 

Scan QR code to download our booklet, Nutrition 
is Vital—Making the FIFTH Vital Assessment 
Easier: Techniques and Tools for the Whole Clinic 
Team, supported by an educational grant from 
Hill’s Nutrition.
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Nutrition FAQ
Senior pet appointments are often packed with questions, concerns, and important information— 
but appropriate nutrition is critical for senior pets. It’s worth taking a little time to talk to clients about  
feeding their geriatric companions for longevity, joint health, and even disease management. 

Consistency is important. If pet owners hear different 
messages from different team members, they’ll 
be confused and possibly lose trust in the team’s 
recommendations. This is especially important when it 
comes to nutrition, which can be an emotionally charged 
subject for both clients and veterinary professionals.

Vicky Ograin, MBA, RVT, VTS (Nutrition), has spent 
a lot of her career talking about nutrition, and senior 
pet appointments are some of her favorites—so she 
was a natural choice to answer some FAQ about 
what really matters when it comes to these essential 
conversations.

Q: Nutrition seems like a really great place 
to empower technicians. 
A: It’s so appropriate for technicians to have these 
conversations. When I was working in clinics and 
I knew that my recommendations helped people, 
it fueled my heart and kept my passion for this 
profession. I’ve been in it a very, very long time, and 
I have not lost that passion. Especially with senior 
pets, it’s an amazing journey to go on with them and 
see them as they mature, and then make sure they’ve 
got the best care and nutrition as they navigate 
their senior years. Hopefully there is a person in the 
practice who has that passion and wants to have 
those conversations and support the veterinarian and 
their schedule.

Q: Why does it seem so difficult to talk to 
pet owners about nutrition in a way they 
trust and understand? 
A: First off, the pet parents who are coming in 
desperately love their pets. Particularly with senior 
pets, they’ve spent so many years with them, they 
just want to do what’s best for them. Unfortunately, 
there are mostly well-meaning people on the internet 
who are basically other pet parents trying to give 

advice, and that’s what we’re up against. So what 
I’ll typically do is I’ll ask them what they’re feeding 
and then I ask them why, without any judgment, 
which can be hard sometimes! But I know they’re 
desperately just trying to do what’s right for their 
pet. When you know that, I think it helps. And then 
when I understood why they were feeding it, it 
really helped because sometimes it was that the 
neighbor recommended it, or it’s something they’ve 
been feeding their entire lives. You have to get on 
their level and explain the benefits of the food. This 
takes a bit of time, but really not that much, and it’s 
valuable to them. 

Q: Do senior pets need a senior diet?
A: It depends. I look at diets made by companies 
that truly research senior pets and understand the 
nuances of senior nutrition, particularly when we look 
at protein and minerals, knowing those need to be 
more controlled for seniors. I think it’s important to 
put them on a senior food, particularly when they get 
into that geriatric phase. 

Q: What about senior pets who are 
happy on their current diet but develop a 
condition we might normally recommend a 
therapeutic diet for? If owners are nervous 
about switching, how can we have that 
conversation? 
A: I understand that —it’s not just the pet, you’re 
also dealing with the pet parent. And they’re maybe 
worried because the cat is a picky eater, the dog likes 
a particular food, maybe they have other dogs or cats 
in the house, it’s going to be inconvenient… there are 
lots of things to consider. The one thing I always think 
about is, what if the kidneys are in that gray area 
and they are eating an adult or “all life stages” food 
that has high mineral content? How long are those 
kidneys going to keep functioning? 

TIPS FOR TECHS 
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Q: A lot of pet owners seem to think their 
senior pet needs more protein. Is this true? 
A: The reality is that the body only needs so much 
protein – once it has used up the amount of protein 
it needs, the rest of it just gets expelled. So you’re 
putting a workload on the liver and kidneys – why are 
we making those kidneys work harder? So really what 
you want for a senior dog or cat is a more high-quality 
bioavailable protein, meaning all the amino acids they 
need are in a smaller amount. When there’s extra, you 
just have brown grass. For senior dogs, we look at 
about 23% on a dry matter basis, and for cats, up to 
about 45%. Unfortunately, if you look at the bag, the 
guaranteed analysis is on what’s called an “as fed” 
basis, meaning the water is included. So for example, 
if you have a canned food that has 10% protein as fed, 
that’s with the water added—when you take the water 
out, it becomes more like 50%. 

Q: Can you give us a general guideline 
for how much phosphorus should be in a 
senior food? 
A: According to Small Animal Clinical Nutrition, 5th 
edition, 0.7%, so a very small amount, is what we want 
for senior dogs and cats. When you get into kidney 
disease, you’re looking at more like 0.5%. 0.8% is 
what’s recommended for adults. And I’ve seen a cat 
food that was over 2% phosphorus, because there’s 
no maximum for cats. And foods don’t have to share 
the mineral content. And the protein on the label was 
very low, because it’s a canned food, so it worries me 
that a pet parent is going to look at that and think that 
food is OK to feed, when in actuality the phosphorus 
is way too high for a senior cat, particularly with 
diagnosed kidney disease. 

Q: How can pet owners be empowered to 
make their own choices and also make sure 
they understand our recommendations? 
How can they find out how much of a 
nutrient is actually in a food? 
A: I would absolutely recommend calling the 
company. The WSAVA Global Nutrition Committee 
created a pet owner guideline for selecting a pet 
food, including eight questions to ask about the 
brand and the food label, including who formulates 
the food, whether they employ a PhD or Board 
Certified Veterinary Nutritionist, whether they are 
doing feeding trials.  When I had pet parents call the 

Nutrition is such  
an appropriate place 

for technicians to  
have conversations 

with pet parents.
—VICKY OGRAIN, MBA,  
RVT, VTS (NUTRITION)



food companies, they came back even if they got 
answers. We talked about what they learned, and the 
next thing out of their mouth was often, “What do you 
recommend then?” And they went home with it.

Q: Can diets really help pets with cancer or 
cognitive dysfunction? 
A: Yes, therapeutic foods are really there to support 
them as they go through treatment. So we still want 
to make sure we’re doing multimodal treatment. 
There are so many diets out there that can help 
with different conditions. I completely believe in the 
benefits of therapeutic nutrition. 

Q: What about those pets with multiple 
conditions, like a senior Labrador who’s 
overweight and has arthritis and skin 
disease and now cancer – how do you 
discuss diet with owners when there are so 
many things to keep track of? 
A: Those are really challenging. Those are ones 
where you really become part of the treatment 
plan, in a way, in that you’re their support. The 
veterinarian is going to have to decide what is most 
crucial to treat. All the pet food companies that 
have therapeutic nutrition have call centers with 
nutritionists who can help you decide. Really this is 
where the team can rally around the owner and help 
them. I truly believe one of the most important things 
you can do, with all owners but particularly with those 
owners, is follow up. Be their cheerleader. 

Q: How can a vet team member who is 
passionate about nutrition immediately 
start to improve how their practice 
addresses nutrition in senior pets? 
A: Have a conversation with everybody. Let them 
know this is a passion of yours, and you think this will 
bring value to the clinic and the patients. You need 
buy-in; the pet parent needs to hear it from everybody. 
So everybody needs to be on the same page. The 
more times a client hears, “Oh, this is a great food,” 
they’re more inclined to accept it. If a veterinarian 
makes a recommendation, and the CSR says, “Oh, 
this is very expensive, “it’s going to make it more 
difficult. Then get up your confidence by starting some 
recommendations maybe with puppies and kittens 
and working up to senior pets and therapeutic foods. 
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Scan QR code to 
download this 

technician resource



Taking the time to listen to owners is such a practice builder—and it’s the 
pets that benefit as well as the owners. 

—VICKY OGRAIN, MBA, RVT, VTS (NUTRITION)
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Empower Your Clients With 
This Home Monitoring Guide

PET OWNER RESOURCE
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Your
Senior 
Pet
From Head to Toe

Home Monitoring Tips
From the American Animal Hospital Association

This resource is made possible 
with generous support from 

Hill’s Pet Nutrition 

Caring for a senior pet is 
a team eff ort, and family 
members are integral to 
the team. With this Home 
Monitoring Tips guide for 
owners, you can empower 
your clients to take an 
active role in the health of 
their senior pets, by giving 
them the tools to regularly 
monitor their beloved 
companions and call you 
when things don’t look right.

Home Monitoring Tips for Senior Pets 2

There are few greater joys in life than watching your senior 

pet age gracefully, but sometimes the uncertainty of the aging 

process can be scary. Senior dogs and cats require special 

care and monitoring, but knowing what signs of illness to look 

for in your senior pet can help give you peace of mind.

Here’s a head-to-toe breakdown of some signs to watch for. Use this handy guide 

to make a habit of regular home health checks for your senior and keep the 

communication lines open between you and your veterinarian.

Keep in mind that this is not a comprehensive list of every possible symptom or 

ailment your senior pet can experience, and let your veterinarian know right away 

if you notice any concerning changes in your pet. 

My Veterinarian’s Contact Information:

Name: ____________________________________________

Phone: ___________________________________________

Address: __________________________________________

Emergency Veterinarian Contact Information:

Name: ____________________________________________

Phone: ___________________________________________

Address: __________________________________________

Home Monitoring Tips for Senior Pets 3

Mouth, Teeth, Gums, and Throat

• Make dental home care a priority: daily brushing, 

approved treats, water additives, etc. 

• Use products with a VOHC-approved seal

 Call your veterinarian if you see these signs:  

• Dropping food from mouth

• Decreased interest in food

• Guarding of head, mouth

• Drooling

• Diffi  culty swallowing 

Heart, Lungs, and Chest 

 Call your veterinarian if you see these signs:  

• Changes in pet’s breathing rate

Use free smartphone apps to monitor resting respiratory 

rate; search for “Resting Respiratory Rate,” “Cardalis,” and 

“Count My Breaths” in the app store 

• Cough, abdominal eff ort, increased breathing eff ort 

• Cold feet or limbs

• Pale or blue gums

• Becoming quickly exhausted or collapsing during exercise

Hard and 
Soft Palate

Gums

Teeth

Pharynx

Esophagus

Heart

Lungs

Brain, Spinal Cord, and Nervous System 

Seek immediate veterinary care if you see these signs: 

For seizures:

• Falling to the ground and/or stiff ening in legs and body 

• Chomping or biting at the air

• Appearing dazed or unaware of surroundings

• Foaming at the mouth or drooling

• Note duration and frequency of seizure, take video to 

show to your veterinarian

For vestibular event: 

• Rapid back and forth or up and down eye movements

• Head tilt, falling over, facial droop

For spinal cord issues: 

• Decreased mobility, dragging feet, scraped nails 

(from dragging feet)

• Hunched posture, inability to move back legs, or dragging 

back legs

• Pain
• Unable to get up on all four limbs

Inner and Outer Ear Flaps, Skin, Fur, 

Nails, and Nail Beds 

Call your veterinarian if you see these signs:  

• Changes in nails and nail beds

• Changes in skin: redness, swelling, hair loss, infection, 

odor, oiliness of haircoat

• Trim nails regularly and monitor length; make sure nails are 

not curling into pads (pay special attention to dewclaws)

Home Monitoring Tips for Senior Pets 4

Brain

Inner and 
Outer Ear 
Flaps

Spinal
Cord

Nails, Nail Bed

Here’s a head-to-toe breakdown of some signs to watch for. Use this handy guide 

Here’s a head-to-toe breakdown of some signs to watch for. Use this handy guide 

to make a habit of regular home health checks for your senior and keep the 

to make a habit of regular home health checks for your senior and keep the 

communication lines open between you and your veterinarian.

communication lines open between you and your veterinarian.

Keep in mind that this is not a comprehensive list of every possible symptom or 

Keep in mind that this is not a comprehensive list of every possible symptom or 

ailment your senior pet can experience, and let your veterinarian know right away 

ailment your senior pet can experience, and let your veterinarian know right away 

if you notice any concerning changes in your pet. 

if you notice any concerning changes in your pet. 

My Veterinarian’s Contact Information:

 ____________________________________________

Heart, Lungs, and Chest 

 Call your veterinarian if you see these signs:  

Changes in pet’s breathing rate

Use free smartphone apps to monitor resting respiratory 

Teeth

Pharynx

Esophagus

Name: ____________________________________________

Phone: ___________________________________________

Address:Address: __________________________________________

Emergency Veterinarian Contact Information:

Name:

Urinary Tract and Kidneys  

Call your veterinarian if you see these signs: 

• Straining, discomfort, and changes in frequency of urination

• Look for changes in urine color, odor, or appearance of blood 

• Increased water consumption and urination

• For cats, consider using cat litter that can show changes 

in urine

Home Monitoring Tips for Senior Pets 5

Stomach, Intestines, Liver, and Gall Bladder

Call your veterinarian if you see these signs:  

• Vomiting and diarrhea

• Not eating or decreased appetite

• Changes in stool color: bloody, black and tarry, white stool

• Pain or straining in passing stool, constipation

• For decreased appetite:

• Try warming food or off ering diff erent, highly 

palatable foods

• Adding moisture (like a small amount of water) may 

increase digestibility of food

• Muscle loss

• Weight loss or gain

Seek immediate veterinary care if you see these signs: 

• For dogs: retching but not throwing up anything, 

swelling in abdomen

• For cats: not eating for more than 24 hours 

• For both: not eating or drinking, painful, lethargic 

Kidney and 
UretersBladder and 

Urethra

Large
Intestine

Stomach 
and Small 
Intestine

 ____________________________________________

• Changes in pet’s breathing rate

Use free smartphone apps to monitor resting respiratory 

rate; search for “Resting Respiratory Rate,” “Cardalis,” and 

“Count My Breaths” in the app store 

• Cough, abdominal eff ort, increased breathing eff ort 

• Cold feet or limbs

• Pale or blue gums

• Becoming quickly exhausted or collapsing during exercise

Heart

 ___________________________________________

 __________________________________________

Emergency Veterinarian Contact Information:

 ____________________________________________

 ___________________________________________

 __________________________________________

Home Monitoring Tips for Senior Pets 6

Endocrine Glands

Call your veterinarian if you see these signs: 

• Increased thirst

• Increased urination, shaking, circling, unexplained hair 

loss, weight loss or gain

• Distended abdomen, vomiting, diarrhea, increased 

appetite, decreased appetite

• Weakness, lumps in skin

Lymph Nodes and Blood Cells

Seek immediate veterinary care if you see these signs: 

• Progressive weakness

• Abnormal bleeding or bruises, unexplained lameness, 

pale gums, distended abdomen

• Enlarged lymph nodes or masses noted under jaw, under 

or around legs

• Bleeding from nose, mouth, in vomit, in stool, coughing 

up blood

• Bruises or red and purple spots appearing on the skin like 

the abdomen

• Pinprick red or pink spots appearing on skin or gums 

• Gums that are pale or white; not bright pink 

Thyroid and 
parathyroid

Adrenal 
glands

Lymph nodes 

 Call your veterinarian if you see these signs:  

Use free smartphone apps to monitor resting respiratory 

rate; search for “Resting Respiratory Rate,” “Cardalis,” and 

• Unable to get up on all four limbs

Inner and Outer Ear Flaps, Skin, Fur, 

Nails, and Nail Beds 

Call your veterinarian if you see these signs:  

• Changes in nails and nail beds

• Changes in skin: redness, swelling, hair loss, infection, 

odor, oiliness of haircoat

• Trim nails regularly and monitor length; make sure nails are 

not curling into pads (pay special attention to dewclaws)

Nails, Nail Bed

Use free smartphone apps to monitor resting respiratory 

rate; search for “Resting Respiratory Rate,” “Cardalis,” and 

Cough, abdominal eff ort, increased breathing eff ort 

Becoming quickly exhausted or collapsing during exercise Home Monitoring Tips for Senior Pets 7

Muscles, Joints, and Bones

• Consider orthopedic bedding and heated or cooling 

bedding options (avoid using heating pads intended for 

humans, and never leave pets unattended with heated 

bedding)

• Consider rehabilitation services

• Discuss pain management with your veterinarian

Call your veterinarian if you see these signs: 

• Changes in mobility

• Trouble going up or down stairs

• Circling for long periods of time before fi nding a 

comfortable place to lay down 

• Dragging or not fully picking up back feet 

• Reluctance to perform normal activities

• For cats: reluctant to jump, climb, use the litter box 

normally (may have “accidents” outside of the box)

• Limping, stiff ness 

• Not grooming as much as usual 

• Changes in mood/behavior like irritation or grumpiness 

Neck

Back

Elbow

Hip/Pelvis

Knee

©American Animal Hospital Association. All rights reserved. aaha.org

Scan QR code or visit aaha.org/yourseniorpet to download this pet owner booklet.
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Featured Contributor: Vicky Ograin, MBA, RVT, VTS (Nutrition) 

Vicky received her technician degree from Los Angeles Pierce College. 
She served in private practice for many years in California, and then 22 
years ago began a career with Hill’s Pet Nutrition, where she is a Scientifi c 
Communication Specialist VHCT, in the US Professional Veterinary Aff airs department. She focuses 
on education for technicians and the health care team as well as strategy for veterinary technicians 
in tech schools and graduates. 

In 2007, she completed a Bachelor of Science and in 2008, she completed a Masters, both in 
Business Administration. Vicky obtained her Veterinary Technician Specialty (VTS) in nutrition in June 
2013 and serves as secretary for the Academy of Veterinary Nutrition Technicians. Vicky speaks 
nationally and internationally and is a published author.
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