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Holtering To Save Lives 

 

Last night I received a distraught phone call from a friend who found her  9 year old Boxer bitch 

dead…having passed away in her sleep.  There were no warning signs, according to the owner.  It was on 

the tip of my tongue to ask her when she had her last Holter reading, but I kept silent in the face of her 

grief. {A Holter monitor is an electrocardiography device that is externally strapped to the dog and 

measures the heart rhythm over time}. 

Knowing my friend’s particular home situation, I doubt that any Holter reading has ever been taken on 

any of this family’s dogs.  And it is also true that we will never know why their beloved pet died—it could 

have been from a ruptured aneurysm, or a sudden erosion of a blood vessel from a cancer—but more 

likely, it was from a heart arrhythmia that likely could have been controlled with antiarrythmic 

medication.  We are aware that such drugs do have potential side effects and are not foolproof—but in 

many many instances of Boxer Cardiomyopathy (ARVC—arrhythmogenic right ventricular 

cardiomyopathy) these medications extend happy fulfilled lives for many months and in many cases, 

many years.    

Now we have the ability to do a simple blood test to check for inherited tendencies towards this disease.  

While not everyone is convinced of the accuracy of some results, testing for the ARVC-1 gene is available 

at North Carolina State University (College of Veterinary Medicine) at a price of $51—for details see 

http://www.abcfoundation.org/ARVC_Testing_in_Boxers.html    While we applaud the scientists for 

helping us to decipher the genetics of this condition so that breeders can hopefully avoid it in future 

generations, it is  important to remember that aside from the science of prevention, we need to be 

equally attentive to the science of preserving existing life.  Many of the same researchers working on 

genetic testing have offered us effective and inexpensive drugs to control otherwise fatal arrhythmias in 

the Boxer.  BUT—it is up to the owner to take his pet to the cardiologist for Holter monitoring over at 

least a 24 hour period, to check for potentially fatal interruptions of the normal heart rhythm.  Armed 

with this knowledge, oral medication can be instituted.   I do not mean to oversimplify here—not all 

dogs respond equally well to medication—but many do.  It is still up to us as the caretakers of the dogs 

we love to test at least yearly  (and some cardiologists recommend every 6 mo.).  Especially as the Boxer 

ages, Holter monitoring should be instituted.  Ausculatation (listening with a stethoscope) at the 

veterinarian’s office is a good thing but does not take the place of a sustained electronic or digital 

tracing of the heart rhythm for 24 hours. Some cardiologists even apply the Holter for up to 7 days at a 

time, having found that some boxers only demonstrate abnormal rhythms at widely spaced intervals. 

Science is a wonderful thing.  Imagine…we can test for genetic defects and hopefully breed away from 

them;  we can search for new cures for illness now considered terminal;  empirically, we can avail 

ourselves of sound treatments discovered already for existing diseases;  and we can use diagnostic tools 

developed for specific conditions.  In the case of the Boxer, diligent owners need to remind themselves 

that the simple, non invasive Holter monitor can potentially help to save or extend the life of the dog 

who already sleeps on our couch and enriches our lives. 

http://www.abcfoundation.org/ARVC_Testing_in_Boxers.html


 
  January 2012 

Page | 2  
 

 
Stephanie Abraham 

P.O. Box 346   
Scotland, CT 06264 

landmarks.properties@snet.net 

 


