
zoetispetcare.com/blog/article/symptoms-heartworm-disease Page 1 of 2

Fleas, Ticks, & 
Heartworms

What Are the 
Symptoms of 
Heartworm Disease 
in Dogs?

MAIN IMAGE

Heartworm disease, caused by Dirofliaria immitis (D. immitis), is devastating for 
dogs. “Baby” heartworms (technically called larvae) are transmitted to your dog 
through bites from infected mosquitoes. The larvae then grow into adult 
heartworms within a dog’s bloodstream, lungs, and heart. These adult 
heartworms can grow to be up to a foot long1 and they can cause severe harm, or 
even death, to your dog. Thankfully, heartworm disease is easily preventable in 
dogs. 

It’s near impossible to stop mosquitoes from biting,  so you should  have your 
dog  tested yearly and keep them up-to-date on a heartworm preventative. These 
medications ensure that heartworm larvae are killed before they can grow up and 
cause serious harm to your dog. 

In the early stages of heartworm disease, it’s likely that a dog won’t show 
symptoms at all. The longer that the disease progresses, the more likely you’ll see 
signs of it. Active dogs, dogs with other health problems, and ones heavily 
infected with heartworms often show more severe symptoms2. 

Symptoms of heartworm disease in dogs can include2:
• Mild, persistent cough
• Reluctance to exercise
• Fatigue after moderate activity
• Decreased appetite
• Weight loss
• Difficulty breathing
• Fluid-filled, swollen abdomen (“belly”)

If your dog is showing any of the signs listed above, it’s important to get them to 
the veterinarian for evaluation as soon as possible. The sooner your vet is able to 
diagnose heartworm disease, the better chances your dog has of survival. 
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Dogs infected with large numbers of heartworms can develop cardiovascular 
collapse, a sudden blockage of blood flow within the heart. Symptoms include a 
sudden onset of labored breathing, dark bloody or coffee-colored urine, and pale 
gums2. Without prompt surgical removal of the heartworms, there is a low chance 
of survival. 

A simple blood test is the first step to diagnosing this horrible disease. If 
confirmed, additional testing, including x-rays may be necessary. 

Prevention vs. treatment 

While there are safe and effective treatments for heartworm in dogs, the 
treatment process is expensive, can be logistically difficult, and may be 
associated with complications. Because of this, and because the damage from 
adult heartworms can persist even after successful treatment, this is one 
condition that you want to prevent and protect your dog from.
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