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Our 10-year-old Lhasa was a few months late for her annual exam, but she was the one we never 

worried about. Never sick a day in her life, she bounced all over the house and made it up the 

stairs in a flash. When the veterinarian said she had a Grade 3 heart murmur, we were shocked. 

She showed no signs of anything being wrong. A year later – still no signs, and the murmur 

remained Grade 3. 

 

During a physical examination, your veterinarian listens to your dog’s heart rate and rhythm for 

any extra or unusual heartbeats, and for abnormal sounds. Heart murmurs are gentle, blowing 

sounds caused by changes in the way blood flows through the heart. These changes can make the 

valves leaky and thereby cause turbulence in the blood flow. A heart murmur does not 

necessarily mean significant heart disease is present. 

 

Murmurs are graded on a scale of 1 to 6. Grade 1, barely audible; Grade 2, soft; Grade 3, 

intermediate loudness; Grade 4, loud with a palpable vibration in blood flow; Grade 5, very loud 

and heard with stethoscope barely touching chest; and Grade 6, loud and audible without 

stethoscope touching chest. Murmurs graded 4 through 6 can often be felt if the hand is placed at 

the right spot on the chest. The grading is subjective; it is not unusual for different veterinarians 

to give the murmur a different grading, but the differences are usually within one level. 

 

Soft, or innocent, heart murmurs (up to Grade 3) usually do not require treatment and the dog 

appears fine. Sometimes puppies, especially large breed dogs, will develop an innocent murmur 

while growing rapidly and will outgrow it by 4 to 5 months of age. 

 

If the murmur progresses, the dog can show signs of coughing or labored breathing, especially at 

night; mild exercise intolerance; and pulmonary edema, a buildup of fluids in the chest. At this 

point, a low-sodium diet and/or an angiotensin converting enzyme (ACE) inhibitor, e.g., 

enalapril, are prescribed to decrease the heart’s workload. Diuretics such as furosemide (Lasix) 

may be used to decrease fluid in lungs, chest cavity and/or abdomen. Digoxin, made from 

digitalis, one of the oldest heart medications, may be added to the regimen. This drug helps the 

heart beat more strongly and regularly. Oxygen therapy and additional medications may be 

added at later stages. Further tests such as electrocardiograms (ECG), x-rays and ultrasound may 

be indicated. 

 

Later, the dog may show an enlarged heart, increased coughing and radiographic evidence of 

congestive heart failure. A typical sign of congestive heart failure is panting due to accumulation 

of fluid in the lungs. At this point, exercise is restricted, and diuretic therapy is used very 

conservatively to prevent hypotension (low blood pressure). 

 

If your Lhasa has a heart murmur and needs surgery of any kind, pre-anesthetic labwork is a 

must. Talk to your vet about the risks of anesthesia for elective procedures such as teeth 

cleaning. Your veterinarian may use short-lived isoflurane anesthetic, with antibiotics before and 

after the procedure. The risks increase for longer anesthetic procedures, so the dog needs to be 

carefully monitored for adverse reactions. 



 

Although an acquired heart murmur in an older dog can be associated with other types of heart 

disease, in most cases it is a condition in and of itself and most dogs will do very well. The 

important thing is to be diligent with exams and be observant of any unusual signs that may 

indicate a hidden problem. 

For a more in-depth discussion of heart murmurs, visit VCA Animal Hospital, “Heart Murmurs 

in Dogs.” 


