
©2022 Brief Media. All rights reserved. 1

Osteosarcoma

Also called: OSA, bone cancer

What is this condition?
Osteosarcoma is an aggressive, malignant  tumor of the bone, most  commonly affect ing one of the limbs. Most  bone tumors in
dogs and cats are osteosarcoma, and dogs are much more commonly affected than cats.

This information sheet  does not  contain all available information for this condit ion. This material is written and reviewed by
veterinarians and intended to help answer commonly asked quest ions. This is not  a subst itute for medical advice, diagnosis,
or t reatment. If  you have quest ions, contact  your veterinarian for specific medical advice. Updated Aug 2021.

What are some common signs of  this condition?
You might  not ice some or all of  the following in your pet :

Lameness in the affected limb
Swelling in the affected limb that  may feel warm to the touch
Newfound irritability or aggression
Reluctance to rise, walk, or play
Lethargy
Lack of appetite
Weight  loss
In osteosarcoma of the skull: diff iculty eat ing, eye abnormalit ies, nasal discharge, or facial asymmetry

What causes this condition?
Though the direct  cause is unknown, osteosarcoma occurs predominantly in large- and giant-breed dogs. Commonly affected
breeds include rottweilers, Scott ish deerhounds, boxers, and Doberman pinschers, but  any breed can be affected, regardless of size.
Osteosarcoma is commonly diagnosed in middle- to older-aged pets with an average age of onset  of 7 years. Males appear to be
slight ly more predisposed to osteosarcoma than females.

How is this condition diagnosed?
In addit ion to the signs listed above, your veterinarian might  observe subtle signs of limb or axial (including skull, ribs, sternum,
and spine) skeletal pain or swelling. A thorough physical and gait (walking pattern) examination will allow your veterinarian to
assess lameness.

Your veterinarian might  recommend one or more of the following tests to help confirm your pet ʼs diagnosis:

Comprehensive patient history. Osteosarcoma can be linked to sites of previous bone injury or surgery. Your veterinarian should
be informed of your pet ʼs health history and onset  of signs.
Radiographs (x-rays). Radiographs are a type of image that  can help the veterinarian evaluate the bones and identify any
abnormalit ies. Radiographs are often the first  step in diagnosing osteosarcoma, which appears as a lytic or “moth-eaten”
abnormality on the affected bone. Thoracic radiography (chest  x-rays) may also be taken to check for the spread of cancer
(metastasis), which typically affects the lungs.
Complete blood count (CBC). A CBC evaluates the red blood cells, white blood cells, and platelets in your pet ʼs blood. It  can
also identify anemia and signs of infect ion, inflammation, and some cancers.
Serum chemistry profile. A serum chemistry profile (also known as a biochemistry panel, blood chemistry, or biochemical panel) is
a blood test  that  assesses the status of internal organs, such as the liver and kidneys, measures electrolytes, and identifies the
levels of certain enzymes.
Urinalysis (UA). This test  analyzes urine for signs of infect ion or other abnormalit ies in the urinary tract , assesses kidney
funct ion, and looks for other clues to systemic disease.
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Fine needle aspirate (FNA) & cytology. A small needle is used to collect  a sample of the cells or material that  make up a mass
or lesion. The sample is examined with a microscope to evaluate the cells present.
Bone biopsy. A sample of the affected bone is surgically collected and examined with a microscope. Biopsy is the definit ive way
to diagnose osteosarcoma, but  does carry a risk of bone fracture. This surgical procedure helps rule out  other disorders that  may
mimic osteosarcoma.
Computed tomography (CT) scan. This imaging technique uses x-rays to create a detailed image of a part  of  your pet ʼs body to
look for abnormalit ies.

What are some of  the treatment options?
OSA is typically an aggressive cancer with a high risk of metastasis (spread). Your veterinarian will help you choose a definitive
treatment  plan (aimed at  delaying tumor progression and metastasis) or a palliative t reatment  plan (aimed at  easing the signs,
but  not  the underlying disease) based on your goals and your pet ʼs individual needs. Your veterinarian might  recommend one or
more of the following, based on your pet ʼs specific needs:

Referral to a board-cert if ied oncologist  and/or surgeon
The treatment  of choice for most  pets with osteosarcoma is a combinat ion of chemotherapy and surgical removal of the
primary tumor.

The key to controlling this aggressive cancer is removal of the primary tumor through surgery, typically a full-limb
amputat ion.
Other limb-sparing surgical procedures may be recommended for your pet  depending on several factors, including size and
locat ion of the tumor, size of your pet , and any concurrent  disease.
It  is important  to note that  surgery alone is palliat ive and does not  fully address the underlying disease.
At  the t ime of diagnosis, in most  osteosarcoma cases, the cancer will have already spread within the body. Chemotherapy can
help control spread and prolong survival.

Stereotact ic radiosurgery (SRS) is an alternat ive to amputat ion in some pat ients. Special facilit ies are required.
Radiat ion therapy (RT) may be recommended in some cases to help control pain.
Pain-relieving medicat ion
Medicat ion such as bisphosphonates to help increase bone density
Physical therapy or a rehabilitat ion plan following surgery
Complementary treatments such as acupuncture and massage

What does this mean for my pet?
There is no cure for osteosarcoma, and most  pets will not  survive the disease. However, t reatment  can improve pat ient  comfort
and increase survival t ime. Dogs that  undergo amputat ion and chemotherapy have an average survival t ime of 1 year, while those
receiving palliat ive care generally live 3 to 5 months after diagnosis.

Osteosarcoma in cats typically spreads more slowly than in dogs.

While most  pets have good mobility after amputat ion, your pet  may need physical assistance after surgery. Frequent  veterinary
visits for examinations, blood tests, and radiographs are necessary to monitor for medicat ion side effects and the spread of
osteosarcoma. Hospice services are available to help pets maintain quality of life through a cancer diagnosis and around end of life.

When do I need to call the veterinarian?
If  your pet  shows any of the following signs, or if  you have any concerns about  your pet , call your veterinarian as soon as you can:

Lameness
Evidence of a visible bone fracture
Collapse or inability to rise
Lack of appetite, vomit ing, or diarrhea
Continued weight  loss
Difficulty breathing
Blue or pale gums
Pain
Deteriorat ing quality of life

Are there any human health concerns to consider?
Pets with osteosarcoma often experience significant  pain and may behave aggressively if  provoked. Pet  owners should be mindful
of these changes and take caution with visitors, children, and other pets.
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Special Instructions

Where can I f ind additional reliable information?
Three-Legged Dog and Cat  Amputat ion Recovery Support  Community. Tripawds. https://tripawds.com/.


