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Senior dogs: An underleveraged

demographic

Despite the growing senior dog
population, most clinics lack
structured care protocols for these
patients. Contrast this with puppies:
Nearly every team member can
outline puppy protocols, from
vaccine schedules to diet and
socialization. But ask about senior
care protocols, and the response is
often silence.

Senior dogs represent one of the
most underleveraged demographics
in veterinary medicine and a
significant opportunity for forward-
thinking practices and industry
leaders. With longer lifespans and
deeper human-animal bonds, these
patients are not only medically

complex but also emotionally
significant to the families who love
them. And they're on the rise.

The number of senior dogs in
U.S. households has increased
significantly over the last
decade. MRI-Simmons’ data
shows thatin 2012, 42% of U.S.
dog-owning households had
a senior dog. As of mid-2022,
that number had risen to 52%,
representing approximately 26.5
million households. For clinics,
this means more cases involving
senior dogs, more chronic
disease management, and more
opportunities to support pet
families during a critical life stage.
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Highlights:

W Nearly every practice can
recite and implement puppy
protocols, but ask about
senior care protocols, and the
response is often silence.

W Senior dogs are an
underleveraged demographic
in veterinary medicine and
a significant opportunity for
forward-thinking practices and
industry leaders.

B The gap in knowledge about
senior patients equates to
less care, less bonding, less
knowledge and less revenue.

B Combining education programs
for pet parents, meeting
their needs with things like
anticipatory grief support, and
establishing senior dog care
programs are key to serving
this rising demographic.

‘Senior dog status’

There is no universal age for
“senior dog status,” but a common
benchmark is age seven. We know
that larger breed dogs age faster
than smaller breeds, and a 10-year-
old Great Dane will have a more
advanced biological age than a
10-year-old mini poodle. Genetics
and environmental factors also
affect age, causing variation for
dogs within the same breed.

When we ask if adogis a
“senior,” we are asking when they
will start showing signs of decline.
The most ideal way to determine
that would be to know the pet’s
biological (or functional) age. There
is no consensus on the best method
for determining biological age in
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canines. For now, we must rely on
best guesses using chronological
age and industry standards.

Unique characteristics
Senior dogs face a range of age-
associated conditions, including
cancer, kidney and heart disease,
and degenerative joint disease.
Chronic pain, particularly from
arthritis and dental disease, is
common. Physiological resilience
declines with age, and a growing
area of interest in veterinary
medicine is frailty syndrome, which
encompasses a loss of physiological
reserves and an increase in
systemic vulnerability.

These medical challenges are
layered over an often-intensified
human-animal bond. Pet parents
of older dogs are typically
more emotionally invested and
increasingly concerned about quality
of life and end-of-life decisions.
Many experience anticipatory grief
well before loss.

Senior patients and the
veterinary practice

The gap in knowledge about senior
patients equates to less: Less care
for the senior pet, harming the pet’s
quality of life; less bonding with
the pet parent, especially during

a critical aspect of the pet’s life
journey; less growth of knowledge
for the team, leading to missing
key issues impacting the pet's
health; and less revenue, i.e., failing
to build a profit center focused

on senior care. All told, the gap
leads to missed opportunities to
address preventable or manageable
issues. Prioritizing consistent,
compassionate care for senior

pets is essential not only for their
well-being but also for the humans
caring for them.

Clinics that recognize the needs
of aging pets are at the forefront
of a huge movement about to
take over the industry over the
next several years. The first step is
educating the team and providing
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them with the tools to communicate
with pet parents and implement
a senior dog care program. Not
only will the care and experience
of the older canine patient be
improved, but the team’s morale
will be elevated, knowing they are
delivering care that addresses the
unique needs of the aging patient
and their families

Combining education programs
for pet parents, meeting their needs
with things like anticipatory grief
support, and establishing senior dog
care programs are key to serving
this rising demographic.

Editor’s note: Next month

Dr. Tarantino will look at the

Senior Dog Care Program, an
overview of senior care programs
that not only support this overlooked
group but also improve team morale
and clinic performance.
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and is co-founder of the Senior Dog
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navigate the unique challenges of caring
for aging dogs. She is the coauthor

of two books designed to support
recent graduates in their transition into
practice — New Vet Jumpstart Guide:
GP Edition and ER Edition. A passionate
rescue advocate, she shares her home
with four rescue dogs, two rescue cats,
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