Heart Murmur – Should You Be
Worried About Your Pet?
For many families the mere mention of a murmur or heart disease instills fear, a
sincere concern about an illness that could negatively affect their fur baby’s
quality of life. In an effort to provide useful information, I’m pleased to welcome
another guest blogger, Dr. Kacie Schmitt, a board-certified veterinary cardiologist
who will present a two-part series on murmurs and heart disease in dogs and
cats. In Part I, Dr. Schmitt discusses heart murmurs, and I know you will find the
information she has provided hugely beneficial. Happy reading!

Heart murmur – what is it?
A heart murmur is an abnormal “swishing” or “whooshing” noise produced by
turbulent blood flow within your pet’s heart. When your pet’s primary care
veterinarian listens to your pet’s heart with a stethoscope, they are listening for
the normal “lub-dub” sound of the heart valves closing as blood moves through
the heart, as well as for abnormal heart sounds such as a heart murmur.
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A heart murmur often makes a “lub-shh-dub” or “lub-dub-shh” sound.
Occasionally the normal heart sounds are difficult to hear because of a
pronounced “shh-shh-shh” sound. When listening to a heart murmur, your
primary care veterinarian is assessing several characteristics about the murmur
to document in your pet’s medical record, particularly the loudness or intensity.
While the heart murmur intensity is important to note, it is simply a loudness
scale and does not necessarily correlate with the severity of disease that may be
present.

Heart murmur – what does it mean for my pet?
There are two types of heart murmurs – innocent (i.e.: no structural heart disease)
and abnormal (i.e.: related to structural heart disease). Most heart murmurs in
small animals indicate underlying heart disease (although the severity of disease
varies widely). The heart disease may be congenital (meaning a pet is born with
an abnormality) or acquired (meaning a pet develops the heart condition with

age). There are four main causes of heart murmurs:
Valvular regurgitation/insufficiency (also known as leaky valves)

Valvular stenosis (narrowing)
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An abnormal connection between heart chambers
An abnormal connection between the great vessels leaving the heart
Early diagnosis and treatment of heart disease is important because it results in a
longer, healthier life for your pet. A cardiac evaluation by a board-certified
veterinary cardiologist when the heart murmur is first noted provides the best
care and outcome for your pet. Most cardiac disease in pets can be managed long
term with medication(s). Surgery is rarely indicated, but may be recommended
for certain congenital heart diseases.
Heart murmur – how do I determine the cause?

An ultrasound of the heart (called an echocardiogram) performed by a boardcertified veterinary cardiologist is the gold standard method for determining
the definitive cause of a heart murmur. Performing an echocardiogram is a very
specialized skill that requires both extensive training and experience; boardcertified veterinary cardiologists are experts in heart disease who have completed
at least four years of unique training after graduating from veterinary school,
including performing hundreds of echocardiograms. As you have read in previous
posts on this blog, any veterinarian can purchase specialized equipment like an
echocardiograph, but having the expertise to properly perform a complete heart
study and interpret the data are unique skills of board-certified veterinary
cardiologists.
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The echocardiogram is performed to determine the source of the heart murmur,
as well as assess the heart size, heart function (strength), heart relaxation, and
the pressures within the heart chambers. This information will provide an
accurate diagnosis of the type and severity of heart disease present in addition to
helping your pet’s medical team (board-certified veterinary cardiologist and
primary care veterinarian) determine the best treatment plan for your pet and
family.

The take-away message about heart murmurs…
Heart murmurs are relatively common in dogs and cats, and can indicate the
presence of an underlying heart disease. Once your pet’s primary care
veterinarian documents a heart murmur, consultation with and evaluation by a
board-certified veterinary cardiologist is invaluable in helping determining the
cause of the murmur and the most appropriate treatment(s) for your pet. Tune in
next week for Part II of this two-part series when we discuss common congenital
and acquired heart diseases in dogs and cats.
To find a board-certified veterinary cardiologist, please visit the American College
of Veterinary Internal Medicine.
Wishing you wet-nosed kisses,
cgb
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Meet Dr. Kacie Schmitt

Dr. Kacie Schmitt was born and raised in Cumberland, Maryland. She received
her Bachelor of Science in Poultry Science from North Carolina State University
and graduated Summa Cum Laude. She continued her education at North
Carolina State University’s College of Veterinary Medicine and received her
Doctor of Veterinary Medicine in 2008. Dr. Schmitt completed a one-year
comprehensive medical and surgical internship at VCA Veterinary Referral
Associates in Gaithersburg, Maryland. She continued training as a cardiology

resident with CVCA – Cardiac Care For Pets and became a board-certified
veterinary cardiologist in the American College of Veterinary Internal Medicine in
2013. Her interests include management of congestive heart failure,
interventional cardiology, the use of cardiac biomarkers in the emergency setting,
and the use of cardiac biomarkers in the management and prognosis of
congestive heart failure.

