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The first sign of an 
aging dog is gray 
hair around his 
muzzle. That is a myth. 
Gray hair alone is usually 

not the first sign of aging. 
The first signs are typically 

a little decrease in activity 
level. They tend to sleep a 

little bit longer and more 
soundly. Additionally, they 

have less enthusiasm for 
long walks and 

games of 
catch.
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Guest Interview: Our Guest Today is Race Foster

Did You Know?

For many of us, one of our greatest pleasures is the daily joy we get from our faithful 
friends. It's our responsibility to care for them and better educate ourselves to 

ensure their lifelong happiness. For 25 years, Drs. Foster and Smith have shared their professional 
advice to help us return our pets' loyalty and unconditional love. Faithful Friends is about 
maintaining that special relationship.

We all have to face the day when our faithful friends begin to show signs of age. There are a number 
of steps that can be taken to make the aging process as comfortable as possible. We all need to 
remember that with each year we get older, our pet ages dramatically. As your pet reaches his or 
her golden years, greater attention must be placed on their daily care to continue their comfortable 
and happy lives as long as possible.

Dr. Race Foster has been counseling and educating pet owners as a co-founder of Drs. Foster and 
Smith for over 25 years. Today we're discussing proper care for your aging cat, one of the subjects 
Dr. Foster feels most passionate about.

Is it true cats mask their hip and joint problems as they get older?

We’re talking about aging 
pets this week so we’d like you 

to talk us through an examina-
tion on an aged pet. We like to 

do aged-pet exams about twice a 
year. It gives us a chance to check in on 
the dog and follow-up on blood work, if we 
need to, and just check on their systems.

Why would you need to do blood work?
Blood work can tell us a lot about their 
internal organs and how things are function-
ing. Their kidneys are extremely important 
along with the liver and the function of their 
pancreas. All these things are things that we 
can get an indication of as we check their 
blood work and see how things look.We also 
check out their teeth and ears. Also an exam 
includes feeling for any lumps or bumps that 
might be growing on her body. 

Is this when you check to 
see if she's overweight?
 Yes. And since Lucy is so active, I’ll check her stifle 
joint. It’s the knee. That's not hip dysplasia, but they can 
develop some arthritis in the knee. And we'll feel the hip 
and make sure that there isn't any unusual popping.
 
What is hip dysplasia?
Hip dysplasia is a malformation of the hip joint. A 
normal hip should have really nice alignment between 
the ball of the femur and the pelvis, where it inserts.
 
Is hip dysplasia more prevalent in large-breed 
dogs?
 It is more prevalent in large-breed dogs, although 
it's represented in a lot of small-breed dogs too.                            

With a little 
bit of training, your 

dog is not too old to learn a 
new trick. Today we're going to work 

on spin. To start off, you need a nice 
treat. With the treat in front of your dog’s 
nose, you move it around in a circle.  If 
you're having trouble with your dog, it helps 
to get them kind of moving before you go 
into the spin. This next time say the word 
"spin” as he's doing it. I'm teaching him 
English, in a sense. Try to see if he’ll do it 
with a very minimal hint of what you want. 
So, no big gesture, just a little “Spin.” Like 
I said, it's never too late to teach an old 
dog a new trick.

 

Jackie Navarro, Director of Wild 
Wonders and Zoofari Inc. "Wild 
Wonders" is a mobile wildlife 
education organization that 
travels to schools, libraries, 
scouts and special events all over 
the US. I think when a kid has had 
an opportunity to hear a cheetah 
purr and see a cheetah up close and 
personal, it's a whole different level 
than watching something on TV or 
hearing something on the radio, or 
even being able to read a book. We 
really have a lot of animals that people 
have never heard of or have never possi-
bly been exposed to before. It gives us the opportunity to teach them. 

What we have tried to do when we decide to bring an animal in is 
see if the animal is going to be a good candidate for an animal 

ambassador. That's an animal that's going to be able to travel to 
schools. That lends itself, of course, to the diversity of what we have here. 

Dealing with the aging process with wild animals has a lot of differences 
and similarities to domestic animals. Their behavior will change a lot in the 

same way that a domestic animal will. They will start slowing down a little bit. 
But unfortunately, they're going to hide it much more than a domestic animal 

would. So, you're looking for very, very subtle changes in their behavior. They may go 
a little bit off of their food, they may get a little bit lethargic, but it's very subtle. 

The keepers and trainers here actually do have specific training. Most of them have Zoology 
degrees and have worked in zoological situations. They also develop an extremely close bond 

with these animals. That's what's going to help them to be able to treat those animals in the aging 
process. What we're really trying to do is foster a greater appreciation and awareness for the living 

world around us. A lot of these kids have never had an opportunity to see an endangered species or a 
threatened species, and we're trying to get them excited about that and empower them as individuals as to 
what they can do to help these guys' wild cousins.

I think cats are pretty stoic. They tend not to show pain like 
people do, and even dogs. So, a lot of times, if they do have 

something like arthritis, it doesn't show up at an early age. Cats 
are not real prone to arthritis, anyway, but it's something you need to 

look for in the older cat.

When I groom my cat, what abnormalities should I be looking for?
It's a good time to check for parasites, particularly in a cat that goes 

outdoors. Look for fleas and ticks. You can check the ears for ear mites. 
And remember, cats get a lot of skin disorders just like people.

How important is consulting my vet as my cat enters its 
senior years?

It's very important. At least once a year your veterinarian 
can do a regular physical exam, and as a cat gets 

older they might even, in addition to doing a 
physical exam, actually do blood checks. 

Check the kidney parameters and check for 
diabetes, just like they do in people.

Can cats have Alzheimer's?
Certainly they can develop senility, dementia. In 

older cats, you sometimes see it by not using the 
litter box. That’s a common thing. Not recognizing 

their name. Sure, they can get it.

My older cat has experienced sudden weight loss. 
What could be wrong?

I’d be concerned any time there's sudden weight loss. A 
common thing in cats that can cause weight loss as they get 

older is kidney failure, which is the number one metabolic disease 
we see. They can even develop cardiac problems. Diabetes is very 

common in cats. And it's exhibited with weight loss. So, any time 
you see a weight loss that's noticeable to you, I would for sure see 
your veterinarian. They can do a simple test; make sure things 
are all working correctly. If it's just simple weight loss and 
everything's normal, it may just be a diet change.

As cats grow older, what diseases should I be looking 
for?
As cats get older, the number-one disorder that we tend to 

see in practice is kidney failure. And when you see that, 
you'll see an increased thirst, increased urination and weight loss.

 
Can a cat be treated for diabetes?

Yes, they can be treated for diabetes. We can monitor their diet, 
feed them set amounts and give them insulin, the same insulin we 

give people.

What can I do to prevent my cat from developing dental disease?
Regular checkups, just like for you, are important. Your veterinarian can 

scale the plaque off their teeth and clean them. Dry food is much more 
abrasive to the gums and promotes gum health as opposed to canned 

food. So, I’d always try to feed at least 75% of the diet a dry, firm food.

How do I know when my pet is supposed to get chondroitin 
sulfate and glucosamine?

If you see them stiff or with any kind of arthritic conditions, ask your 
veterinarian. A lot of people just give it at middle age. It won't hurt a 

thing if you give it, as long as you follow the label. It’s not toxic or a 
drug. But follow the label. Additionally, veterinarians commonly will 

prescribe it if they, for instance, diagnose arthritis in your dog. They 
may put him on drugs to help with the pain.

 

Dr. Smith, what do you like 
about hunting dogs?

Well, Electra, there are lots 
of different breeds. I 
have English Setters 
and English Point-
ers. I don't hunt 
that much, but 
they're just my 
favorite 
guide 

dogs.

Dr. Smith, 
where do 

we draw the 
line when it 

comes to medi-
cal or surgical 

treatment with our 
aging pet?

This is where the 
relationship with a 

veterinarian becomes so 
important. Veterinarians 

are confronted by owners 
who want their pet to 
live on forever. It's a 
responsibility of the veterinarian to step in and 
really explain the condition of the animal. Owners 
love their pets. They want to spend as much time with 
them as they possibly can. But it's the veterinarian's 
responsibility to explain to the owner the condition 
of the pet and the suffering it may or may not be 
going through so you can determine at what point 
medications or surgery are not correct. You're 
asking the animal to go through a period of 
discomfort for you so you can be with them, and 
if sometimes owners-- and all of us, me 
included-- it's not easy to say, "It’s time to let go 
of my pet." and that's an important point that 
you can trust your veterinarian to bring to the 
conversation.
 
What exactly is euthanasia, and what is 
the most humane thing to do?

Euthanasia is, as we say, putting the animal to 
sleep or really causing its death and as hard as 

that may sound, remember why we're doing it. 

As our pets age, what kind of condition should we 
be looking for?

Aging in dogs and cats usually occurs between six to 
eight years of age. The most common problems 

we see in pets are a pet being overweight 
leading to medical problems, arthritis, dental 

problems-- which are very common in the 
older pet and can be very serious. Then 

general organ system failures like the 
heart, the liver, the kidneys, those three 

systems especially, start to fail or at 
least are compromised in some way 

in pets in that age category.
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This is my pet 
Chihuahua Coco.

Did you know that Chihuahuas are the 
smallest breed of dog in the world?

They're known for their personality and become very 
attached to one person. They were discovered in 1850.


