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C ontrary to what many pet owners believe, 
protecting dogs and cats from para-
sites requires a year-round commitment. 

Although fleas, ticks, mosquitoes, and other pests 
are known to thrive in warmer climates, they don’t 
disappear when the temperature drops. Opting to 
skip preventive treatments just because it’s winter-
time could have long-term negative consequences 
for your pet. 

FLEAS
The most common type of external parasite found 
on cats and dogs, fleas are more than just a sea-
sonal annoyance. Even though fleas thrive primarily 
in humid environments above 70°F, they can sur-
vive in near-freezing conditions and are not entirely 
inactive during winter. In fact, when it gets even 
colder outside, the perfect environment for fleas 
still exists—your home! Warm, stable indoor tem-
peratures make continual breeding possible. 

If your pet has a flea problem, it’s important to 
remember that the adult fleas you see account for 
just a small percentage of the potential population in 
your home. More than 90% are still in the immature 
stages (eggs, larvae, and pupae) and pose a looming 
threat. And since 1 pair of fleas can produce up to 
500 offspring, the cycle could last well into spring if 
not stopped. 

If you notice any key indicators of an infestation 
in your pet—itching, scratching, “flea dirt” (round, 
black flecks that are actually flea feces), and red 
bumps or hair loss on the groin or belly, under 
the legs, or at the base of the tail—consult your 

veterinarian right away. Left untreated, fleas could 
lead to a range of potentially serious health risks 
for your pet, including tapeworm, anemia, aller-
gies, and various infections. 
  
HEARTWORM
The risk of taking a seasonal break from prevent-
ing heartworm lies primarily in the unpredictability 
of weather patterns and fluctuating temperatures. 
Above-average temperatures and rainfall through-
out the country this year have created ideal breed-
ing conditions for mosquitoes, the source of this 
serious, potentially fatal infection.

An abrupt end to winter and an early spring could 
result in mosquitoes emerging early; similarly, a 
warm, wet autumn can keep mosquitoes active 
later in the season than anticipated. 

When a mosquito bites an infected animal, the 
insect ingests microscopic worms and transmits 
them when it bites another animal. Heartworms 
mature and live in the heart and large blood vessels 
of the lungs. Eventually, an infection could affect 
blood flow and impact the internal organs, includ-
ing the heart, lungs, and liver, severely weakening or 
even killing the animal.

It is estimated that nearly 300,000 dogs become 
infected with heartworm each year, and cases 
are reported in all 50 states. Signs that your pet 
might be infected include a  persistent cough, 
fatigue, decreased appetite, and weight loss. 

It takes just 1 mosquito bite to infect an animal 
with heartworm disease, so continuous protection 
is the best defense. 



DID YOU KNOW…
Parasites may be pests, but they are fascinating. Check out these cool facts:

pet and your situation, as well as discuss 
other common pests in the area that might 
pose a risk to your pet. 

The potential dangers of stopping or skip-
ping preventive medication during winter 
aren’t worth the risk—especially when your 
pet’s health is on the line.  

TICKS
Turns out, tiny ticks are mighty resource-
ful. Rather than dying off in the winter, 
they seek shelter among fallen leaves in 
the wooded areas they normally inhabit. At 
the first sign of milder weather, ticks may 
emerge in search of a meal—and your pet 
could become an unwitting host. Some dis-
ease-carrying species of ticks stay active as 
long as the climate remains above freezing 
and isn’t too icy or wet. 

Ticks latch on to pets (and people) by 
burrowing into the skin, producing a glue-
like substance to stay attached and feeding 
on their hosts’ blood for days. Without reg-
ular prevention, it can be hard to stop a tick 
from attaching to an animal. It’s important 
to realize that your pet may encounter ticks 
outside the woods, too. They can be found 
in tall grass, under accumulated leaves, and 
around woodpiles. Because dogs walk low 
to the ground, they are especially vulnera-
ble to ticks latching on as they walk through 
areas such as these. 

In addition to Lyme disease, a variety of 
other tick-transmitted diseases and infec-
tions could harm your pet. Depending on 
the types of ticks found in your area, your 
pet could be susceptible to the dangers of 
hepatozoonosis, an often-fatal disease that 
causes muscle loss; tularemia, which can 
cause high fever and swollen lymph nodes 
in cats and dogs; and tick paralysis, which 
affects the nervous system. 

Although fleas, ticks, 
mosquitoes, and 
other pests are known 
to thrive in warmer 
climates, they don’t 
disappear when the 
temperature drops.

H ow so-
ciable and self-assured your kitten grows up to be depends large-

ly on her experiences early in life. Exposing kittens 

to a wide variety of people, places, and situations that they 

are likely to encounter over their lifetime—while they 

are still young—can foster good grown-up behavior. 

These positive and diverse experiences will make 

your kitten more likely to enjoy social interactions 

and novel experiences without fear or aggression 

in the future. This is what kitten socialization is 

all about. 
The ideal time to socialize your kitten is when she 

is between 4 and 14 weeks of age. Planning, prepara-

tion, and positive reinforcement are the keys to success-

ful socialization. By providing favorite treats and toys during 

socialization, your kitten will associate desirable things with 

experiences, thus creating positive and pleasant memories.

TRAVELLING HOMETo acclimate your kitten to her forever home, expose her to all 

sorts of other people, pets, visitors, and noises. This includes 

people not only of different ages, 
races, genders, and sizes but also 
people wearing hats or glasses and 
people with wheelchairs or walk-
ers. Typical household noises can 
include appliances (dishwasher, 

blender), vacuums, radios, and t e l e -
visions. Allow people to gently handle your kitten’s paws, ears, mouth, and body. Be sure to pro- vide lots 

of positive reinforcement. Be sure to provide lots of positive 

reinforcement.
SETTING UP THE CAGE to other pets, it’s best do so gradually. Because a cat’s sense 

of smell is very important, you might try transferring some 

of the smells of other pets onto your kitten before making in-

troductions. It can also help to introduce the animals to each 

other when they are separated by a baby gate or cracked door. 
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portant, you might try transferring some 

of the smells of other pets onto your 

kitten before making introductions. It 

can also help to introduce the animals 

to each other when they are separated 

by a baby gate or cracked door. This al-

lows them to meet each other by scent 

first. Introduce kittens to calm, gentle 
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is leashed. Oxf course, be sure to sepa-

rate the animals if either of them shows 

signs of aggression. Oxf course, be sure 

to separate the animals if either of them 

shows signs of aggression. first. Intro-

duce kittens to calm, gentle dogs at first, 

preferably while the dog is leashed. Oxf 

course, be sure to separate the animals 

if either of them shows signs of aggres-

sion. Oxf course, be sure to separate the 

animals if either of them shows signs of 
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THE CARRIER, THE CAR,  AND THE CLINICTo associate a pleasant response to the 

presence of the carrier, leave the carri-

er in the kitten’s environment for easy 

access. Kittens should have to option to 

enter and exit the carrier by choice. Pro-

vide comfortable bedding in the carrier 

while occasionally hiding treats and toys 

for exploration. Feeding canned food in 

the carrier daily allows for a positive ex-

perience with entering the carrier.
Once the kitten is comfortable with 

the carrier itself, place the carrier inside 

a vehicle. Be sure the vehicle tempera-

ture is appropriate and comfortable be-

fore placing the kitten inside. Secure the 

carrier on the floor behind the passen-

ger seat, and make sure the kitten has 

good footing for stability. Consider feline 
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W hen people see fleas on their pet, they want to know only one thing: how to get rid of them. 

Although flea control today is a good bit 

easier than it once was, it’s far better to 

prevent fleas than to have to treat an es-

tablished infestation.
DOES MY PET HAVE FLEAS?
Fleas are tiny brown insects about the 

size of a pinhead. Their bodies are oval 

and flattened from side to side. Fleas 

are sometimes visible on pets. If you try 

to capture a small insect crawling on 

your pet and it jumps a good distance 

away from you, it’s probably a flea. 
Fleas can be difficult to find if they 

are present in small numbers or if the 

pet has been chewing its skin. How-

ever, you might see what’s called “flea 

dirt,” which looks like black dandruff. 

Fleas are blood suckers, so flea dirt is 

actually digested blood they have ex-

creted. If you’re not sure if what you’re 

seeing is flea dirt, brush some of it onto 

a white cloth or paper towel and add a 

drop of water. If the wet dirt leaves red-

dish streaks on the white surface, it’s 

flea dirt.
Fleas can also cause a telltale pat-

tern of hair loss. In dogs, hair loss 
on the lower back, tailhead, 
and inner thighs is common 
evidence of fleas—even if 
you haven’t seen any of 

the little buggers. In cats, skin problems 

may be spread over a wider area of the 

body, including the face and neck.WHAT HARM CAN FLEAS CAUSE?
Fleas are more than just an itchy nui-

sance. They can actually cause a num-

ber of potentially serious problems:
•  Flea-related dermatitis and flea 

allergy: Fleas cause skin irritation 

and infection in any pet that chews at 

itchy skin. For pets that are allergic 

to flea saliva, the bite of even 1 flea 

can cause intense itching and seri-
ous skin disease. Signs of flea-related 

skin disease include redness, bumps, 

and scabs.•  Anemia: A heavy flea infestation can 

cause anemia and even death from 

blood loss.•  Infection: Fleas carry bacteria and 

parasites that can infect both pets 

and people, including tapeworm, ty-
phus, tularemia, plague, and barton-
ellosis (cat-scratch disease).

UNDERSTANDING THE FLEA LIFE CYCLE

By the time you notice fleas on your pet, 

they have already begun laying eggs. In 

fact, the adult fleas you see on your pet 

represent only about 5% of the fleas in 

your environment. The 4-stage flea life 

cycle explains where the other 95% of 

the problem is:•  Eggs: Fleas deposit eggs in their 
host’s fur; the eggs then drop into 
the environment.•		Larvae: Eggs hatch into larvae (very 

small, caterpillar-like creatures), 
which develop in protected areas 
away from sunlight, like carpet 
fibers and shaded outdoor areas.

•		Pupae: After a few days to weeks, 

larvae spin cocoons and become pu-
pae. Pupae can remain stable in their 
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Fleas & Your Pet
What you need to know to keep  
your pet—and your home—flea-free! 

P et obesity is a growing prob-lem (no pun intended) in the United States. Data from Na-tionwide, the largest provider 
of pet health insurance in the country,1 
reveals that the number of obese pets 
has increased every year for the past 6 
years, and this trend shows no signs of 
abating. The Association for Pet Obesi-
ty Prevention notes that nearly 59% of 
cats (that’s about 50.5 million) and 54% 
of dogs (nearly 42 million) in America 
are too heavy for their own good.2What harm can pudginess in a pet 

cause? Quite a bit, it turns out. Excess 
weight can lead to a number of diseas-
es, including arthritis, liver disease, 
and diabetes, among others. As the 
health of our overweight pets declines, 
the cost of veterinary care increases 
and quality of life decreases. So, why 
are so many pets overweight, and what 
can pet owners do about it? 
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WHY ARE PETS PUTTING  ON THE POUNDS? Just like in people, overfeeding and 
lack of exercise are the 2 biggest cul-
prits when it comes to weight gain in 
pets. Many pet owners love to show 
their affection by showering Fluffy and 
Fido with love in the form of treats, but 
this generosity often leads to obesity. 
Treats should make up only 10% of your 
pet’s recommended caloric intake. 

Likewise, your pet relies on you for 
exercise. If you don’t take your pet for 
regular walks, play games of fetch, and 
participate in other forms of physical 
activity, it will be difficult for him to 
maintain a healthy weight.

Just as weight gain can lead to the 
onset of disease in dogs and cats, cer-
tain diseases can also contribute to pet 
weight gain. Animals with arthritis or 
asthma, for example, likely find it dif-
ficult to exercise for any sustained pe-
riod. Because these diseases can deter 
pets from being active, they need to be 
treated properly. 
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Understanding Pet Obesity

How sociable and self-assured 
your kitten grows up to be 
depends largely on her expe-
riences early in life. Exposing 

kittens to a wide variety of people, plac-
es, and situations that they are likely 
to encounter over their lifetime—while 
they are still young—can 
foster good grown-up be-
havior. These positive and 
diverse experiences will 
make your kitten more 
likely to enjoy social in-
teractions and novel ex-
periences without fear or 
aggression in the future. 
This is what kitten social-
ization is all about. 

The ideal time to social-
ize your kitten is when she is between 
4 and 14 weeks of age. Planning, prepa-
ration, and positive reinforcement are 
the keys to successful socialization. By 
providing favorite treats and toys during 
socialization, your kitten will associate 

desirable things with experiences, thus 
creating positive and pleasant memories.

PEOPLE, OTHER PETS, AND NOISES
To acclimate your kitten to her forever 
home, expose her to all sorts of other 
people, pets, visitors, and noises. This 

includes people not only 
of different ages, rac-
es, genders, and sizes 
but also people wearing 
hats or glasses and peo-
ple with wheelchairs or 
walkers. Typical house-
hold noises can include 
appliances (dishwasher, 
blender), vacuums, radi-
os, and televisions. Allow 
people to gently handle 

your kitten’s paws, ears, mouth, and 
body. Be sure to provide lots of posi-
tive reinforcement in association with 
these different types of people.

When exposing your kitten to other 
pets, it’s best do so gradually. Because 
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Kitten Socialization 
Made Easy

What About Kitty  
Kindergarten? 
Kitten socialization classes—also 
known as kitty kindergarten—have 
become quite popular in recent 
years. They are successful be-
cause they offer the opportunity 
for young cats to interact and play 
with people and other kittens in a 
social setting. Because classes of-
ten take place over multiple days, 
they also provide the opportunity 
for carrier and vehicle training. 
Many classes are held in veteri-
nary clinics, which helps acclimate 
the kittens to the hospital environ-
ment and equipment, and are led 
by the veterinary staff, who can 
guide the socialization process 
and answer any questions you 
have about nutrition, grooming, 
and other care.
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Planning, 
preparation, 
and positive 
reinforcement 
are the keys 
to successful 
socialization.

(Continued on the following page)

FOR MORE FAST FACT SHEETS, VISIT  
AmericanVeterinarian.com/educated-client
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BETTER SAFE THAN SORRY
Regardless of whether you think your pet is 
likely to come in contact with one of these 
pests, it’s crucial that you provide year-
round parasite prevention for every pet 
in your home. Some parasite preventives 
combat multiple types, and all the products 
are easy to administer. 

Many parasite preventives are given just 
once monthly, so make it a habit to give 
your pet’s medication on the same day each 
month. Mark it on your calendar—many prod-
ucts come with bright stickers—or set an 
electronic reminder. Skipping doses inten-
tionally during winter months will get you out 
of the habit and make it more likely that your 
pet goes unprotected for far too long.

We can help you determine the best 
type of preventive for your pet. And if you 
have any questions about preventive care, 
please ask. We are happy to advise you 
about the most effective products for your 
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HEARTWORM
• �More than 70 mosquito species can 

transmit heartworm.
• �Heartworms can live up to 7 years 

in untreated dogs and 3 years in 
untreated cats.

• �Mature heartworms 
can grow as much 
as 10 inches long.

FLEAS
• �Fleas don’t fly; they jump. The 

average flea can jump as far as 12 
inches forward and 7 inches high.

• �One flea can bite your pet up to 
400 times a day.

• �In most of the 2000 known 
species of fleas, the 
female is larger than 
the male.

TICKS
• �Ticks are not insects; they’re arachnids, 

related to spiders and scorpions.
• �Ticks crawl;  they don’t jump, fly, or 

drop from trees. That’s why pets are so 
susceptible.

• �Some ticks inject a substance 
that acts like a local anesthetic, 
so your pet unwittingly pro-
vides a tick with dinner and a 
ride.

TICKS


