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What is heartworm disease? 

According to the American Heartworm Society, “Heartworm disease is a serious and potentially fatal condition caused by parasitic 

worms living in the arteries of the lungs and occasionally in the right side of the heart of dogs, cats and other species of mammals.”  

Heartworm infected dogs suffer from cardiovascular, respiratory, kidney, and liver disease and serve as a reservoir of infection to 

other dogs. 

Is my dog at risk of heartworm infection? 

Yes. Heartworms have been found in all 50 states and heartworm disease is spreading to new regions of the country each year. Most 
states have "hot spots" where the heartworm infection rate is very high compared to other areas in the same state. Factors affecting the 
level of risk of heartworm infection include the climate (temperature, humidity), the species of mosquitoes in the area, presence of 
mosquito breeding areas and presence of animal reservoirs (such as infected dogs or coyotes).  Uncared-for dogs and certain wildlife 
such as coyotes, wolves and foxes can be carriers of heartworms. Outdoor pets are at greatest risk for infection, especially in regions 
with high mosquito populations. However, even indoor pets become infected by heartworms as infected mosquitoes can get into 
houses. The best way to prevent heartworm infection is to administer a year-round heartworm preventive as directed by your 
veterinarian. 

Can heartworm disease be successfully treated? 

It depends on the stage of the disease. Early detection is the key to successful treatment.  When heartworm is diagnosed it should be 
staged prior to treatment. Stages 1 and 2 carry the best prognosis for survival (95% or better). Stage 3 patients have a fatality rate of 
five to twenty percent. Medical treatment is usually not recommended in Stage 4.   

What are the symptoms? 

Early disease (stage 1) or very light infections may have no symptoms. This is when we try to diagnose the disease because treatment 
is more successful at this stage. Signs of heartworm disease at later stages (stage 2-3) may include a mild persistent cough, reluctance 
to exercise, fatigue after moderate activity, decreased appetite and weight loss.  Advanced symptoms (stage 4) include pronounced 
weight loss, considerable coughing, increased thirst or urination from renal dysfunction, jaundice, abdominal distension, pale mucous 
membranes, collapse, or sudden death.   

Why do dogs need to be blood tested before starting heartworm medication? 

Adult heartworms produce millions of microscopic "baby" heartworms (called microfilaria) into the bloodstream. When you give a 
monthly heartworm preventive to a dog with circulating microfilaria, this can cause the sudden death of microfilaria, triggering a shock-
type reaction. Even if your dog does not have this type of reaction, heartworm preventives do not kill the adult heartworms.  This means 
an infected dog will remain infected with adult heartworms. 

How often should I have my dog tested for heartworm infection? 

Puppies under the age of seven months do not need to be tested as they are not old enough to have adult heartworms. Adult dogs 
should be tested before starting preventive and retested yearly. Decisions to retest at intervals greater than one year are made on an 
individual basis. Dogs with known breaks in prevention should be tested before restarting preventive and retested six months later. 

How many months of the year should I give the preventive? 

Heartworm preventive should be given every month of your dog’s life. This will protect your pet from heartworm and help control 
intestinal parasites.  
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If I give preventive medication each and every month, why do I have to test?  

Annual testing is recommended for several important reasons. First, many of us do not take our own medications as directed let alone 
medicate our pets. We're busy; we forget; we miss a dose here and there. Second, even if you never miss a dose there is nothing to 
prevent your dog from eating some grass and vomiting up the medication you just gave. Your pet would be without protection for an 
entire month. Third, if your pet does become infected with heartworms, your veterinarian needs to detect it as soon as possible before 
irreversible heart and lung damage occur. Early detection and treatment are always best. Annual testing provides peace of mind in 
knowing that your pet is free of heartworms, and should your pet be infected, it assures you of early diagnosis. 

I heard that certain heartworm prevention medications will also protect against intestinal parasites. Is this true? 

Many heartworm preventive products are also effective in removing specific intestinal parasites. They either contain a single active 
ingredient that is effective against several parasites including developing heartworm or a combination of ingredients to achieve control 
of many different parasites.  

What if I miss a dose of heartworm preventive?  

If your pet misses one or more doses of preventive or if a dose is more than 2 weeks late you should consult with our staff.  You likely 
will be scheduled to test prior to administering preventive and/or scheduled to re-test six months following the last missed dose.  Dogs 
with undetected heartworm disease who receive a dose of preventive medication may experience a shock reaction which can be 
severe and, if not immediately treated, fatal.  

How long does it take before heartworm infection can be detected by blood tests? 

It takes five to seven months from the time a dog is bitten by infected mosquitoes until a blood test can accurately detect the presence 
of adult worms. 

Do you need a prescription for heartworm preventive medication?  

Yes, heartworm preventives must be purchased from your veterinarian or with a prescription through a pet pharmacy. Your veterinarian 
can only dispense prescription medications, including heartworm preventative, to pets that have been examined within the past year.  It 
is illegal and unethical for your veterinarian to dispense or prescribe medications or recommend treatment without recently examining 
your pet.  

Does the oral preventive medication stay in my pets body for a whole month?  

No. It is cleared from your pets body within days. You only give it once a month because it takes more than one month for the 
microfilaria to develop to a stage that can migrate from the tissues. 

How does the preventive work?  

It kills the developing microfilaria before they migrate to the heart/lungs and develop into adult heartworms. The preventive does not kill 
near-adult or adult heartworms. 

Is heartworm contagious directly from dog to dog? 

No. Heartworms can be transmitted from animal to animal only by the bite of a mosquito carrying the infective stage of the larvae. Adult 
female heartworms living in an infected dog or other host release their young, called microfilaria, into the bloodstream. Mosquitoes 
become infected by the microfilaria while feeding on these infected animals. During the next 10 to 14 days, microfilaria mature to the 
infective larval stage within the mosquito. When the mosquito then feeds on another dog, cat or susceptible animal, the microfilaria 
enter the new host through the fresh bite wound. The life cycle of the heartworm requires the mosquito as an "intermediate host." 
Without the mosquito, heartworms cannot be transmitted.  
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