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SUMMARY
Osteoarthritis or degenerative joint disease (DJD) are two words used
interchangeably to describe the same disease involving disease within
the same joint which causes pain in dogs and cats. The term DJD is used in
preference to osteoarthritis because it is a better description of the actual
process. DJD is deﬁned as inﬂammation of the joint resulting in the breakdown
in the joint and eventual loss of cartilaginous surface of the joint.1
The inﬂammatory process and loss of cartilage is a painful ordeal. There are
many treatments options used to manage DJD. Some yield little beneﬁt, while
others are signiﬁcantly eﬀective. These options will be mentioned brieﬂy and are
well described elsewhere. The main focus of this article is regenerative medicine,
described as a medical process that will enable the body to repair, replace,
restore, and regenerate damaged tissues.2
Currently there two medical therapies classiﬁed as regenerative:

1

Platelet Rich Plasma (PRP)

2

Adult Stem Cells

The development and use of regenerative stem cell medicine over
the last ﬁfteen years and the beneﬁts to dogs and cats will be explored.
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DEGENERATIVE JOINT DISEASE
Causes
Degenerative joint disease(DJD) is one of the most common diseases seen
in middle aged and older dogs and cats. Young dogs and cats under some
circumstances many develop DJD.3 There are several reasons why DJD is
common in some breeds.4
Obesity
Breed Conformation predisposing joints to arthritis (English Bulldog)
Genetic disorders such as hip dysplasia or elbow dysplasia
Injury
Age related changes
Whatever the cause of DJD, the results remain the same. DJD is the number one
cause of pain and suﬀering in pets. Owners rationalize changes in their pet for
two reasons:

1

The pet is slowing because of aging.

2

The pet has simply a “little” arthritis.

This thinking results in suﬀering for pets for many years. In some pets, the crippling
DJD is ignored as such and not identiﬁed or treated. The severity of the disease
through lack of recognition or having been ignored actually results in some pets
being treated through euthanasia.
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Signs
For completeness sake, it is important to recognize the signs of DJD.3
Slow to rise
Changes in posture when sitting or lying down
Less activity
Decreased time playing a favorite activity
Limping - often sporadic
Decreased jumping or maneuvering furniture
Muscle atrophy - the result of lack of normal movement
Licking, biting, or chewing at body parts
Irritability and changed behavior
In cats, urinating or defecating outside the litter box
These signs of DJD are not exclusive nor exhaustive. If seen, these signs indicate
that an evaluation is in order by a veterinarian. Additionally, early in the disease
process the signs appear even more vague and seem to resolve with activity.
The disappearance of the signs with activity disillusions owners to ignore
the apparent symptoms. However, this stands as error. DJD is best treated in
the early stages.
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CLASSIC TREATMENTS
There are various treatment options of treatment producing a variety of results.
Common treatment options:

1

Supplements - glucosamine, chrondroitin, and many others are often
used by pet owners. The objective is to establish a healthy environment
within the joint. An important note: these products do not relieve pain.
These products are best used in pets which may be predisposed to DJD.
Usually, these products are instituted after clinical signs develop and
will fail to stop the in progress degeneration. Once signs have
developed, supplements should not be used alone, but need adjunct
modalities.

2

In 1997, Rimadyl, a non-steroidal anti-inﬂammatory drug (NSAID) was
introduced, and quickly became a major treatment tool. In subsequent
years, other NSAIDs were introduced to the veterinary pharmacies. While
NSAIDs help numerous patients, NSAIDs also oﬀer side eﬀects to include
liver, kidney, and gastrointestinal diseases which are recognized as
vomiting, diarrhea, gastric ulceration, and intestinal bleeding. Often this
becomes a problem for older patients which are less likely to tolerate
these pharmaceuticals.6

3

Class 4 laser therapy has became popular in the last decade. Laser
therapy oﬀers an excellent modality for treatment. It requires regular
sessions, at least monthly, to mange and maintain pain free joints.
Experiential speaking, as DJD advances, laser therapy frequency must
also increase to bi-weekly and in some cases even weekly. Therapy
should be used on every joint suﬀering from DJD. The advantages
therapy is that there are no side eﬀects.

4

Surgery is useful in very speciﬁc cases which goes beyond the scope of
this discussion.

5

Supportive care involves providing an environment so that pets are
more comfortable. Like hospice, this is not a real treatment. Useful tools
are runners which allow the patient to navigate slick ﬂoors. Another
example would be an orthopedic bed or steps beside the bed so
jumping is not necessary.
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Acupuncture is a treatment which has become more popular.
The history dates to the Orient and is centuries old. Acupuncture involves
the use of needles placed at special “points” located on the body.
Electro-acupuncture involves the placement of low electrical current
electrodes which then attach to these “points”. Advantages include the
length of pain relief time received increases between each treatment.
While it is unclear exactly how acupuncture works, in basic terms
a reaction is created within the body which in turn allows the body
to release natural pain killers and anti-inﬂammatory agents. Regular
monthly sessions are required with an increased frequency as the disease
progresses. Through experience, in cases of advanced DJD, better results
are achieved when acupuncture therapy and laser therapy are alternated
on a two week interval.

5

Aspirin, ibuprofen, and other human products should never be used in
pets. People have used such products when veterinary NSAIDs were not
available. While dosages for products may be found on the internet, the
risk of complications including death precludes them from safe usage.
Now that there are prescriptions which are safe, why would one want to
risk their pets' well being?

DJD often requires multiple modalities to manage the pain of the patient. Many
cases require several modalities being used concurrently. As DJD advances,
frustration arrives when the eﬀects of this crippling disease are noted on
otherwise healthy patients. Pain management is never quite satisfactory.
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REGENERATIVE MEDICINE
During the last decade, regenerative medicine has emerged as an excellent
method of treating DJD. Multiple studies have been conducted and have
demonstrated with a high degree of success that the use of stem cells and
platelet rich plasma is a reasonable approach to DJD. In a study of 155 dogs
with moderate to severe osteoarthritis, 99% of the dogs showed overall
improvement. These studies have established regenerative medicine is
an eﬀective treatment for canines who suﬀer from osteoarthritis.
In next few years, regenerative medicine, platelet rich plasma (PRP) and adult
stem cells, will become the gold standard for treating DJD.
These treatments are exciting because:

1

Natural use of tissue from the patient's own body produces no adverse
reaction.

2

Long term results lasting months to more than a year are preferable to
a month.

3

Reversal of degenerative tissue and producing healthy tissue in
the joint.

No other treatment is able to offer our pets such
improvement in their health.
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Platelet Rich Plasma(PRP)
PRP may be used independently or in conjunction with adult stem cells. PRP
requires a blood sample from the patient to be treated. The blood sample is
processed by concentrating the platelets. The platelets are treated with a series
of chemical reactions which cause rupture of the platelets and release of
a variety of healing mediators including growth factor. The resultingplatelet rich
plasma is injected into the joints to be treated, which allows all of these healing
factors to be eﬀective within the joint. Improvement can be seen in these patients
for six to nine months. Recently, a new protocol has emerged to increase
the healing beneﬁts and longevity of treatment. Extra PRP prepared at the time
of collection may to frozen in a standardfreezer for up to ninety days before
losing its healing properties. This protocol suggests that an injection shall be
repeated at 30,60, and 90 days. Clearly the extra injections of PRP will place
additional healing elements into the joint. It is thought that there will be an
increase in the longevity of eﬀects that will go beyond a year.

Adult stem cells
Stems cells are unique cells within the body that have the ability when activated,
to diﬀerentiate into any type of cell. When activated and placed in a diseased
area, these cells repair the body. Initially bone marrow was the source of stem
cells. Soon it was recognized that fat had ﬁfty to eighty times the number of stem
cells as bone marrow. It is much easier andless painful to collect an appropriate
fat sample than an adequate bone marrow sample. An inhibiting factor for the
rapid acceptance of adult stem usage was not whether stem cells were eﬀective
but that the collection process was complex. The fat tissue was harvested from
the patient and then shipped to a laboratory which processed the stem cells.
The cells were then returned to the veterinary hospital which infused them into
the patient immediately upon arrival. This required precise timing which was
diﬃcult and unrealistic. In 2011, Medi-Vet Biologics introduced a new protocol
and technology that allows stem cells to be processed in the veterinary
hospital. This protocol requires certiﬁcation of the veterinarian. This protocol
made the process much simpler logistically. A stem cell patient admitted to
the hospital is prepared for a brief surgical procedure to collect a fat sample
generally collected from a small incision made near the sternum, an area where
there is adequate fat tissue.
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This leaves a small surgical scar. The fat is processed through a number of
chemical processes and concentrating methods of the stem cells over the next
few hours creating a concentrated solution of stem cells known as vascular
stromal fraction. The protocol combines platelet rich plasma with the stems
producing a mixture. The ﬁnal product is placed in a special light to activate the
stem cells. Next, the patient undergoes a short sedative procedure with the stem
cell mixture being injected into the desired joints and a portion give intravenously.
The patient is able to then spend the night at home. Results from stem cell
therapy are noticed by most owners within one to two weeks with some requiring
longer(2-3 months). The longevity of stemcell therapy is generally a year or
greater. In cases of severe DJD, other previously discussed modalities may still
be used, but the dosage and frequency is lower.
Extra stem cells are generally place in cryo-storage. These may be activated in
the future for usage. In addition, many hospitals are injecting the extra platelet
rich plasma into the treated joints at 30 days and 60 days for improved beneﬁt.
This extra PRP helps increase the healing process and increase the longevity of
the stem cell therapy.
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Cornerstone Animal Hospital began offering stem
cell therapy as a treatment option for DJD in 2014
Donald Loden, DVM and RV technician Rhonda have been certiﬁed in stem cell
therapy with Medi-Vet. A signiﬁcant number of cases say without doubt that
there are positive results for patients. In a national study by Medi-Vet, 95% of
the patients treated with stem cells saw a deﬁnite positive beneﬁt. As protocols
are reﬁned, this number should increase. Currently stem cell therapy is often
saved for advanced cases. When they are used in less severe cases, then these
results will only improve. I believe stem cells therapy will become the gold
standard in the next decade.
Cost factors can inhibit the use of stem cell therapy. In actuality, when the cost
of other treatment protocols over a years' time is calculated, there is little
diﬀerence in cost. It is therefore recommended that stem cells stand as the
best treatment choice for DJD. In addition, through creative ﬁnancing, most
owners are able to split the cost over several months. Your pet can be
evaluated for regenerative medicine, adult stem cell therapy, or platelet rich
plasma. Your appointment may be scheduled through 417-623-3080.

Remember- waiting will only result in further pain and
joint degeneration in you.
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