
Degenerative joint disease 
(DJD, often times generically 
referred to as arthritis) is one 
of the most common ailments 
in older dogs.  Symptoms in 
dogs are very similar to that in 
people: stiff gait, difficulty 
getting up, using stairs, and 
lethargy.  Fortunately, there 
are a number of options today 
for managing DJD and helping 
your pet function without 
pain. 

 

Diagnosing DJD 
Diagnosis of DJD involves a 
through physical examination 
and often times  x-rays of your 
dog.  Frequently, on a physical 
a veterinarian can determine 
which joints are causing the 
greatest amount of pain.  This 
is important because some-
times there are surgical op-
tions which can provide more 
benefit than medical manage-
ment. 

 
X-rays can be useful to deter-
mine the severity of DJD and 
can help predict how effective 
medical management might 
be. 

 

Managing DJD Medically 
There are several drugs that 
can help manage DJD.  The 
most common one is simple 

aspirin.  Given twice a day 
with food, it can help alleviate 
pain from uncomfortable 
joints in animals with mild to 
moderate DJD. 

 
More effective than aspirin 
are prescription-strength anti-
inflammatories.  Drugs such 
as Rimadyl®, Etogesic®, and 
Metacam® are similar to the 
human arthritis drug, Vioxx®.  
These drugs have more ex-
pense but are stronger than 
aspirin and safer on the stom-
ach.  Blood work is often 
needed to monitor dogs on 
these drugs long-term. 

 
Another effective drug used 
for DJD is a 
joint supple-
ment called 
glucosa-
mine.  This 
supplement 
is a major 
building 
block in the 
molecules 
that add 
viscosity to 
an orthope-
dic joint.  
Supplement-
ing glucosa-
mine helps 
lubricate the 
joints better, thus decreasing 

some of the discomfort 
caused by bone spurs created 
in DJD.  The most effective 
product on the market is 
called Cosequin®. 

 
Lastly, exercise is crucial in 
managing DJD.  Strong 
muscles help take weight-
bearing load off of aching 
joints.  Dogs with DJD need to 
be a on a consistent, 
controlled exercise regimen to 
keep their muscles strong.  
Massage and physcial therapy 
(discussed below) can be 
helpful in keeping dogs feel 
good enough to exercise. 

 

 

Key Points on DJD  
 
• Thousands of older ani-

mals suffer from DJD. 

• A physical exam, and oc-
casionally x-rays, are nec-
essary to confirm a diag-
nosis of DJD. 

• Surgery can be an option 
for some joints affected by 
DJD.  

• Several anti-inflammatory 
drugs are options for man-
aging DJD.  Among them 
are OTC drugs such as 
aspirin, and prescription-
strength drugs such as 
Rimadyl®, Metacam®, 
and Galliprant®. 

• Joint supplements can also 
be helpful in providing 
pain relief. 

• Exercise is crucial in main-
taining strong muscles to 
decrease the load that sore 
joints have to bear. 

• Massage and physical ther-
apy can also be of tremen-
dous benefit to improve 
activity and reduce dis-
comfort.   

M A N A G I N G  D E G E N E R A T I V E  J O I N T  
D I S E A S E  I N  D O G S  

M A S S A G E  A N D  P H Y S I C A L  T H E R A P Y  F O R  D J D  

Massage therapy can be one 
of the most effective means 
of keeping an arthritic dog 
feeling good.  Improving blood 
supply to the muscles and 
stimulation leads to healthy, 
stronger muscles, which re-
duces the load that the dog’s 
sore joints need to bear. 

In order to consider massage 
therapy, x-rays need to be 
taken to confirm the exact 
joints affected, which allows 
the therapist to focus on 
those muscle groups that will 
benefit the dog best.  These 
films can be performed after 
a complete physical. 

Fortunately, at GAVC we are 
lucky enough to have several 
veterinary technicians certi-
fied in massage therapy.  Our 
staff has had advanced train-
ing in this area and can pro-
vide these services, helping 
your dog be more comfortable 
and more active. 

The hip on the left is normal, while the one on the right 
suffers from chronic degenerative joint disease. 
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