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The purpose of this chapter is not 
to provide a detailed analysis 
of all the types cancer a dog 

might possibly contract. There are many 
great books on the market that cover this 
material, written by veterinarians and oth-
ers with extensive medical training. I have 
included several in the Resources section 
for those who want to do more research. 
Instead, the purpose of this chapter is to 
describe the most common kinds of cancer 
that are prevalent in dogs, ones you may 
encounter if your dog does indeed have 
cancer.

Generally speaking, the worst types 
of cancers are hemangiosarcomas or osteo-
sarcomas, as these types have a tendency 
to be more aggressive or are discovered 
at more advanced stages. Therefore, 
treatment options may be limited depend-
ing on the location and quantity of the 
tumors. If the cancer is present in more 
than one area of the body, it is likely that 
the cancer has metastasized. This means 
that the cancer is aggressively and actively 
growing. It is more difficult to treat cancer 
successfully if it has progressed to this 
stage. One of the more successfully treat-
able forms of cancer is lymphoma, as it 
typically responds to traditional treatment 
methods more readily than some of the 
other types. That said, there are exceptions 
to every rule.

With my second canine cancer expe-
rience, by the time I knew anything was 
wrong, my dog had metastatic lesions on 
his liver and spleen, which is not a typi-
cal representation of the mast cell tumor 
cancer, he had. Remember that regardless 
of what we know about various types of 
cancer and how they manifest, there are 
exceptions to every rule.

Common types of 
canine cancer

Hemangiosarcoma. This is a cancer 
that occurs in areas where there are many 
blood vessels, for example, organs like the 
spleen and pancreas, or in the abdominal 
region. It often metastasizes to the liver.

Osteosarcomas. This is a cancer of 
the bone. It tends to appear on the long 
bones of the legs or the flat bones of the 
ribs, particularly in middle-aged dogs. It 
is more common in males than females 
and in larger breeds.

Testicular cancer. Cancer of the testes 
and, as such, affects only male dogs. Dogs 
that are neutered do not contract this type 
of cancer.

Mammary cancer. Cancer that affects 
the mammary glands in female dogs. 
Bitches who are spayed are less likely to 
develop this type of cancer. Just as with 
humans, it is possible for a male dog to 
have this type of cancer, but this happens 
infrequently. About half of mammary 
tumors are malignant. They may spread, 
especially to the lungs.

Melanoma. Skin and/or mouth 
cancer.

Mast cell tumor or “mastocytoma.” 
This is a type of cancer most commonly 
found on the skin, but can also occur in 
the respiratory system (such as the lungs 
or the nose) or in the digestive tract (such 
as the stomach or intestines). It is the most 
common form of skin tumor in dogs, but 

can manifest itself in a variety of ways. 
I recommend that any skin tumors or 
growths be removed from your dog be 
tested for cancer. If cancer cells are pres-
ent, but not entirely removed, the cancer 
can grow and spread to other parts of the 
body unchecked. The most challenging 
aspect of the mast cells is that they have 
the potential to release large amounts of 
chemicals naturally found in the body 
such as histamine, heparin, proteolytic 
enzymes, etc. without any warning. This 
can cause what is known as a degranula-
tion event. During a degranulation event, 
the dog’s body is overwhelmed with this 
influx of chemicals, which can result in 
vomiting, internal bleeding, nausea, de-
creased appetite and even death. If your 
dog has this type of cancer, you must 
monitor him very carefully and bring 
him to an emergency clinic immediately 
if he becomes very lethargic or 
collapses.

My second canine can-
cer experience was with mast 
cell tumor cancer, and I was 
surprised that my veterinar-
ian prescribed such over-the-
counter drugs as Pepcid AC, 
an acid reducer, and Sudafed, 
an antihistamine. This made 
sense once I learned that these 
were prescribed to combat the 
effects of the degranulation 
events (see mast cell tumor 
section above) that my dog was 
experiencing. It also explained 
his intense nausea, which was 
treated with a prescription for 
Cerenia, an anti-nausea drug 
made especially for dogs. This 
made it possible for him to eat 
his daily meals. I also learned 
that prednisone, a steroid that 
is commonly used as part of 
most chemotherapy treatments, 
is also often prescribed for dogs 
with mast cell tumors. This is 
because prednisone will actu-
ally help to shrink the size of 
the tumors and provide some 
relief of the common symptoms 
I described, as well as increase 
energy and appetite. Be warned that pred-
nisone also has side effects of increased 
thirst and urination, which can lead to 
incontinence. In addition, about 5% of 
dogs do not respond well to prednisone 
and experience worsened health. This was 
the case with my dog, who could hardly 
move after his first dose of prednisone. I 
stopped using it immediately. Whenever 
administering any new medication to 
your dog, keep a sharp watch for the first 
24 hours so that you can monitor any 
adverse reactions and take appropriate 
action. That said, you should continue to 
monitor your dog’s behavior and response 
to medication over time as well. Keeping a 
daily journal and documenting what your 
dog eats and drinks, as well as how he 
behaves, will help you to identify trends 
over time.

Lymphosarcoma (lymphoma) . 
Lymph node cancer can occur wherever 
there are lymph nodes in the body. It is 
the most common type of cancer in dogs 
and also the most treatable, particularly 
if found early on. Remission is possible, 
often after chemotherapy treatment, but 
each subsequent remission is shorter. 
The average survival rate is only four to 

six weeks with no treatment, and six to 
eleven months with chemotherapy. One 
of the interviews in Chapter 10 of this 
book contains a pet owner’s experience 
with canine lymphoma, where the dog 
has been in remission for over two years.

Cancer location, 
grading and staging

As in humans, cancer can occur al-
most anywhere in a dog’s body. Tumors 
can be located in many parts of the body 
including the brain, bladder, lungs, abdo-
men, spleen, stomach, pancreas, kidney, 
skin, lymph nodes, bone and blood. If 
your dog is diagnosed with a cancer, it is 
critical that you understand the type of 
cancer and learn what you can about its 
characteristics.

Tumors can be both graded and 
staged to indicate how severe the condi-
tion is. Grading defines how aggressive 
a malignant tumor is. (If the cancer has 
metastasized, or begun to spread to other 
parts of the body beyond the initial site of 
the tumor, then the grade is irrelevant.) 
Staging, typically expressed on a scale 
of one to four, indicates how much it has 
spread throughout the body. The higher 
the number, the more likely the tumor is 
more advanced or aggressive, or that it 

has metastasized. In the case of benign 
tumors, your veterinarian may or may 
not advise surgery or other action, such 
as supplements or Chinese herbs. Some 
benign tumors may have a propensity 
to become malignant so, as with all de-
cisions, you must weigh your situation 
individually.  

Recognizing the signs
Cancer in general, whether in humans 

or dogs, is best caught in the early stages 
when it is more easily treatable and before 
it is allowed to spread to other organs. You 
may be able to save your dog’s life in a 
situation that otherwise would have been 
terminal by knowing what to look for and 
keeping tabs on your dog’s condition. It is 
a good idea to perform regular hands-on 
checks for growths or any abnormalities 
over your dog’s body, including ears, eyes, 
nose, mouth, legs and tail. I regularly feel 
every inch of my dogs’ bodies, so that I can 
easily recognize a new lump, skin tag or 
changes in existing lumps. To be honest, 
it is a good practice to perform this check 
on your own body as well; why not moni-
tor your dog at the same time, so that you 
can catch changes or abnormalities sooner, 

rather than later? Cancer is definitely 
a case where the old adage, “an ounce 
of prevention is worth a pound of 
cure,” rings true. Chapter 7 contains 
a list of simple, no-nonsense ways in 
which you can make a best effort in 
preventing your dog from ever hav-
ing cancer in the first place.

That said, what you need to be 
cognizant of are things that are out 
of the ordinary or non-characteristic 
for your dog. If your dog has always 
had a healthy appetite, and then 
suddenly loses interest in food, that 
is a warning sign. Or, if your dog has 
always been eager to take a walk, but 
lately would rather take a nap, this is 
another potential sign that something 
is awry. There are also physical dif-
ferences that you should monitor, 
such as differences in the appearance 
of urine and stools. Has the color of 
urine changed to orange or red? Does 
blood appear in stools or are stools 
consistently malformed and runny, 
i.e., diarrhea, for significant periods of 
time? Is there an area of the body that 
is enlarged or not healing properly? 
Does your dog have a growth that 
seems to be increasing in size rapidly? 
While this is not a guarantee that a 
growth is cancerous, any fast growth 

should be investigated.
With my first dog who had 

cancer, the initial indication that 
anything was wrong was the red 
tinge I saw in his urine. By that 
time, however, the cancer had 
already metastasized. In the case 
of my second dog with cancer, 
the first unusual symptom he 
exhibited was vomiting after 
every meal. Since I did not know 
what was causing this until the 
ultrasound results were available, 
my veterinarian suspected that he 
was nauseous and he was given 
anti-nausea medicine (Cerenia). 
With that medication he was able 
to eat normally again, at least for 
a short while. After a few days, he 
stopped wanting to eat altogether. 
As you read through the personal 
stories in Chapter 10, you’ll see 
that the initial symptoms ranged 
as follows:

Wounds that would not heal 
and associated lameness. Persis-
tent coughing• Unusual growths 
or unexplained skin conditions 
• Sudden appearance of seizures 
•Sudden blindness •Appearance 
of blood in urine • Vomiting and 
lack of appetite • Pain during 

normal everyday activities, like jump-
ing or running • Sensitivity during 
physical examination, i.e., rectal 
thermometer

In summary
Ensure you understand the fol-

lowing key points, as these will be 
most helpful to you in understanding 
your dogs diagnosis: Cancer type: 
Stage and grade of cancer • Location 
of cancer • Metastasis determination 
• General prognosis.
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