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WATCH PAGES

Dogs and Cats at the Forefront  
of the Fight Against Cancer   

Each year, millions of pets are diagnosed with cancer, 
thought to be the main cause of mortality in dogs older 
than 10.1 Moreover, statistics show that onme.2 Causes of 
cancer in humans are complicated and there is still a 
lot we do not yet know. Though, for pets, we know even 
less. What we do know however is that genetics play an 
important role in the development of cae in four dogs 
and one in six cats will develop cancer during their 
lifetinine cancer.3 And that environmental factors have 
been linked to cancer in both dogs and cats.4

Tracking this disease is a big priority for scientists, who 
have put together hugely valuable resources like the 
Norwegian and Swiss Cancer Registry. Thanks to these 
efforts, we have some good news: canine cancer is in many 
instances similar to that of humans. Therefore, it makes it an 
extremely useful model to better understand this disease in 
both populations. 

Did you know that we share more than 80 per cent of 
our genetic material with dogs versus only 67 per cent 
with mice?5 In addition, lymphoma, stomach and bladder 
cancers in dogs are microscopically and molecularly 
identical to those cancers in people.

A new field of study called “comparative oncology” has 
arisen as a new way to help research cancer. Comparative 
oncology researchers look at parallels between naturally 
occurring cancers in pets and cancers in people in order 

to find evidence to treat this disease more effectively. 
Research in this field, involving veterinarians, physicians, 
cancer specialists and basic scientists, is leading to 
improved human health and quicker access to effective 
cancer treatment than has been previously possible through 
traditional cancer research approaches.6

The similarity to human treatment has a biological basis. 
Those in the veterinary medicine and cancer research 
communities recognise that the comparisons between 
animal and human cancers are remarkable, and information 
gathered from one species could be used to help the other. 

Already in the year 2000, clinical veterinary oncologist E. 
Gregory MacEwen of the University of Wisconsin School of 
Veterinary Medicine explained this comparison: "I would say 
that the types of cancer that we see in companion animals 
– many of them have a similar incidence and what we call 
biological behavior. They behave very similarly in animals as 
they do in humans: They spread to other parts of the body."7

Likely, many of the cancer diagnosed dogs will react 
in a similar way to traditional cancer therapies as used in 
humans. 

Another important factor is that our pets also share our 
homes, and so the environmental risk factors are pretty 
much the same for both of us.  

That is why several research centres, such as the Animal 
Health Trust in the UK, have created programmes for dogs 
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who have developed cancer. These dogs receive novel, 
experimental medications at no cost. And as you’d expect, 
the results are closely monitored to see if any of these 
medicines could be developed for use in both dogs and 
people. 

There are several advantages to carrying out clinical 
trials of cancer therapies on cats and dogs. It allows 
studies to move from mouse models to canine or feline 
models – which may be more similar to humans – rather 
than from mice directly to humans. It also benefits animals 
with cancer. And most importantly, it will be used as a 
foundation to advance the diagnosis and treatment of 
cancer in people. The additional benefit of this kind of study 
is that it reduces the need to use research animals.

It is a similar story at the aptly named Comparative 
Oncology Program in the US. Here, cats also take part, 
because of the similarities between breast cancer in the 
feline and human populations. 

The history of pets fighting cancer is longer than you 
might think; in 1989, The Lancet published a paper about a 
case in which a dog became agitated at a mole his owner 
had on her leg. Her dog’s behaviour prompted an early 
intervention from a specialist, and she was diagnosed with 
melanoma and treated early enough. 

But this could be just the beginning; the UK’s National 
Health Service has commissioned research to see if cancer 
detection dogs could help save more lives.8 In this research, 
the amazing power of the dog’s smell is used to detect 
human diseases. Because dogs are able to recognise 
tiny odour concentrations, around one part per trillion 
(the equivalent of one teaspoon of sugar in two Olympic-
sized swimming pools), they are potentially able to detect 
diseases, such as cancer, in body fluid samples much 
earlier than is currently possible.9

The smells of disease come mostly from volatile organic 
compounds (VOCs). We emit hundreds of VOCs in our 
sweat, breath, urine, and other bodily fluids, creating a 
signature smell. If we are sick, it makes sense that our cells’ 
metabolism changes, and so does our odour signature.10 

However, there are still a lot of discrepancies and not 
all studies of canine cancer sniffers have been successful. 
There is still a long way to go for experts to figure out whether 

successes come from dogs’ cancer-smelling abilities or 
some other factor that affected the results. Nevertheless, 
these are interesting developments in cancer research.

This is a fantastic illustration of the One Health principle 
in practice, and an important reminder of how close we are 
to the animals we share our planet with. 

This may prove to be yet another way in which our pets 
can support our health and wellbeing.
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