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What to Expect When Your Dog is Pregnant

Dr. Mike Paul, DVM
 Mike has more than 35 years of experience in companion
animal veterinary practice and is a valued member of IDEXX’s
Pet Health Network team since 2013. 

(Editor's Note, Dr. Peter Kintzer: Given the large number
of homeless dogs available for adoption that would be
wonderful pets and companions, very careful thought
and serious deliberation should be undertaken before
electing to breed your dog. Please consider adoption
and click here for more information>)

While many of us know a woman who has had a difficult
pregnancy or had complications giving birth, we rarely
think that it will be a challenge for our dogs. We tend to
think that since their wild counterparts give birth all
alone, in their natural habitats, they must just
instinctively know what they are doing and not
experience any problems at all. However, our dogs do
need our support while they’re pregnant and
sometimes they need our assistance delivering live,
healthy puppies.  In this — part 1 of my 2 part series —
I will outline some key aspects of monitoring the
pregnancy itself. Later, in part 2, I will discuss the
actual labor and delivery.

Our dogs are not wild
First of all, let’s remember that our dogs are not wild
dogs. Even though your dog may still have some of the
same survival instincts as a wild dog, she is no longer
physically a wild dog. Odds are she doesn’t even look
like a wild dog. Maybe she’s a short stocky dog like a
bulldog with a dainty, narrow pelvis and a big, adorable
head which may be cute to look at but is not at all
functional when she tries to pass another little being
with a similarly huge head out through her tiny pelvic
canal. As a result, the National Center for Biotechnology
Information, reported C-section rates in Boston terriers, 
bulldogs and French bulldogs exceeded 80%. So do
your research and know what reproductive problems
may be more likely in your breed.

Know your dog’s due date
Secondly, try to know your dog’s due date so you will

have some idea if she becomes overdue. I say try
because sometimes the opportunities to be exacting in
that determination pass you by before you even realize
your dog is pregnant. The average gestation period in
dogs is about 63 days. If, however, you are working with
your veterinarian from the beginning (and you should
be), then hormone tests that time ovulation and/or
vaginal cytology that identify stages of the heat cycle
can be performed to give you a much more reliable due
date to plan around. Then, as the predicted due date
draws near, you should start taking your dog’s rectal
temperature at the same time every day because dogs
should go into labor within a day of their temperature
dropping below 99-100 degrees.

How many puppies are coming?
Meanwhile, in addition to knowing when to expect
puppies, it is really useful to know how many puppies
are on their way. Litter size varies widely amongst dogs,
who sometimes rest for a while in between deliveries.
Knowing whether or not you are still expecting more is
extremely helpful — especially at 3 AM.

Your veterinarian can usually feel fetuses on abdominal
palpation about 4 weeks into the pregnancy, but it’s
hard to count them that way. The same is true for
ultrasound which can be done even a little earlier
(though it’s always fun to see their little hearts
beating). The most reliable way to count puppies is to
wait until closer to 7 weeks, when their skeletons begin
to calcify so that they will be visible on an XRay. (Plus
the level of development seen on the films can also
help in predicting the due date.)

Making pregnancy comfortable
Once you know how many and have a sense about
when to expect, you can focus on supporting your dog
during her pregnancy:

Keep her active and fit and pay attention to her
appetite and her comfort level.
If her expanding abdomen is making it harder
for her to eat big meals, feed her smaller ones.
Consider switching to a more calorie-rich puppy
formula in her last trimester, and call your
veterinarian if your dog exhibits signs of nausea
or stops eating.
Notice if she is having any difficulty getting
comfortable and offer her choices of where to
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rest/sleep: someplace softer, someplace cooler,
even someplace on a slant. (I’ve known some
very pregnant dogs that chose to sleep on their
owner’s treadmills so their back end is ‘downhill’
and the mother can breathe more easily.)
Obviously if your dog cannot get comfortable or
seems anxious or distressed, contact your
veterinarian.
Note any vaginal discharge. Occasional clear or
white mucus discharge is normal. If you see
discolored or bloody discharge instead, call your
veterinarian.
If anything else concerns you at all, contact your
veterinarian.

I hope you see a trend here. Communicating with your
veterinarian is always key because, as I mentioned,
your dog is not a wild dog alone in the world. How lucky
for her — she has you.

Read Part Two >>

 

If you have any questions or concerns, you should
always visit or call your veterinarian -- they are your
best resource to ensure the health and well-being of
your pets.
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