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HOW’S YOUR PET’S “BCS”?

Author: Judi Vogt, DVM of Humane Society of Charlotte

Obesity is a common condition in pets and can lead to serious health consequences.   There are guidelines of average weights for certain types of dogs and cats, but how can you tell if your individual pet is overweight?  A helpful method is the use of the BCS or Body Condition Score.   A one to nine point scale rates a dog or cat’s body condition from too thin to obese.  A score of four to five is considered ideal.  There are charts available that will illustrate the scoring system. The BCS is determined both by visualization and palpation of the body.  

Visually, an ideal weight for a dog or cat will show a distinct waist.  When viewed from above, the body has a slight hour-glass appearance.   From the side, the abdomen is tucked up behind the ribs.  In cats, the abdominal fat pad is minimal.  If an animal is too thin, the ribs are obvious, and the hip bones are prominent.    In severe cases, the sides of the backbone are visible.  With obesity, the waist is lost, and the body thickens.  The body takes on a round appearance, and the abdomen is not tucked and may hang down.

Palpating an animal is the easiest way to determine its BCS.  Place your hands heel to heel over the spine, and feel the ribcage on either side.  You should be able to feel the ribs easily, with only a slight amount of fat overlying the area.  The top of the spine should be felt, but not the sides.  In animals with minimal hair, the ribs may be slightly visible when the animal turns its body.  Place your hands on the hips and feel for excessive fat pads covering the hips and the base of the tail.  With ideal weight, the bones are palpable, but are covered with firm muscle, not fat.  Obese animals will develop fat deposits on their back, over their tail, on their abdomen and on their neck.

Use the BCS system to determine if your pet needs to lose or gain weight.  Our pets may be joining us in our New Year’s resolutions!  

