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The Heartworm Hotline column is presented in partnership between Today’s Veterinary Practice and 
The American Heartworm Society (heartwormsociety.org). The goal of the column is to communicate 
practical and timely information on prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of heartworm disease, as well as 
highlight current topics related to heartworm research and findings in veterinary medicine.

A
lthough heartworm infection is highly prevent-
able, it remains one of the most common diseas-
es veterinary professionals work to prevent, diag-
nose, and treat. Hundreds of thousands of cases 

are diagnosed every year. It is estimated that more than a 
million dogs nationwide are heartworm positive. 

Every 3 years since 2001, the American Heartworm Soci-
ety (AHS) has conducted a nationwide survey of veterinar-
ians to study trends in heartworm incidence. The survey in-
formation is used to inform both the veterinary profession 
and the public about the need for heartworm prevention.

The latest survey, released in March 2014, utilized 2013 
heartworm testing data. These findings reflect data from 
more than 4500 veterinary 
clinics and shelters, repre-
senting 3.5 million patients. 
Participating veterinarians 
also answered questions 
about heartworm trends in 
their practice areas. 

 
HEARTWORM INCIDENCE 
SURVEY FINDINGS 
While a number of data 
points were included in the 
2013 Heartworm Incidence 
Survey, the key takeaway is 
simple: heartworm disease 
is essentially everywhere in 
the U.S. (Figure 1). Heart-
worm cases were identified 
in all 50 states, and 3 out of 4 
veterinarians diagnosed pa-
tients as heartworm positive 
during 2013. 

Heartworm incidence cal-
culations were based on the 
average number of cases di-
agnosed per veterinary prac-
tice. Within most areas, 

human population numbers were in proportion to the 
numbers of heartworm-positive dogs: If human population 
numbers were high, heartworm-positive dog numbers were 
also high; whereas, the number of heartworm cases in areas 
with sparse populations were low, with average incidence 
rates of one case per clinic or less. These areas appear in 
white on the AHS Heartworm Incidence Map (Figure 1).

GEOGRAPHICAL TRENDS IN HEARTWORM 
INCIDENCE 
While the top 10 states with the highest average rate of 
heartworm-positive cases per clinic have not changed 
since the 2010 survey, the order has changed, with Ala-

Figure 1. This map indicates the average number of heartworm cases per reporting 
clinic in the United States in 2013.
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bama replacing Louisiana as the state with the highest 
number of cases reported per clinic (Table).

Heartworm incidence historically remains highest in the 
southeastern quadrant of the U.S. However, relatively high 
incidence rates were reported in areas less well known for 
heartworm risk, including the upper Midwest, especially 
Michigan, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Arizona, and California.

Influence of Weather & Economy
AHS survey administrators analyz-
ing the data believe the differences 
between 2010 and 2013 could be at-
tributable, in part, to 2009 weather 
patterns. The summer of 2009 was 
cooler in many areas of the country, 
and drought conditions existed in 
others, leading to a decrease in local 
mosquito populations. 

In addition, economic factors re-
lated to the U.S. recession were be-
lieved to have altered patient testing 
patterns. 

Differences Among Locales
Significant variation in the rates re-
ported among adjacent counties, 
communities, and even neighbor-
ing practices was noted in 2010. It 
was not uncommon for a county 
with several practices to report 100 
heartworm-positive patients, while 
the neighboring county practices 
consistently reported no cases of 
heartworm infection. In 2013, the 
data were more consistent among 
practices in the same counties and 
adjoining counties.

Despite the variations in map pre-

sentation, the overall incidence of 
heartworm in the U.S. has not mea-
surably decreased because areas of 
high incidence had an increased 
number of cases than in previous 
years. 

FACTORS INFLUENCING 
HEARTWORM TRENDS
Veterinarians who supplied heart-
worm data were also asked ques-
tions regarding trends in heart-
worm incidence, prevention use, 
and treatment protocols within 
their practices (Figure 2). These 
questions accentuated the follow-
ing trends.

Importance of the Disease 
Of the veterinarians surveyed:
•	 18% considered heartworm in-

fection a significant disease problem 
•	15% stated that heartworm infection was one of the most 

serious diseases affecting their patients
•	54% reported that heartworm infection is diagnosed oc-

casionally
•	13% said they never see heartworm-positive patients.

table. comparing 2010 & 2013 Heartworm incidence averages

2013 AHS SURVEY 2010 AHS SURVEY

Rank State HW+ cases/
practice State HW+ cases/

practice

1 alabama 89.9 louisiana 104.6

2 louisiana 80.5 mississippi 80.9

3 mississippi 73.1 texas 52.5

4 texas 47.9 South carolina 37.5

5 arkansas 35.6 arkansas 37.3

6 South carolina 31.7 Georgia 36.8

7 north carolina 29.3 alabama 30.6

8 tennessee 23.5 north carolina 25.5

9 Georgia 22.9 tennessee 19.2

10 oklahoma 19.8 oklahoma 17.8

Figure 2. Veterinarians weighed in on the causes of current trends in heartworm 
prevalence as part of the survey.

Q. in your opinion, what is the trend of heartworm prevalence in your area over 
the past 3 years?

A. 19% of veterinarians surveyed said the trend is up, 21% said the trend is 
down, and 60% said it has stayed the same.
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Incidence Trends
Sixty percent of veterinarians stated 
that the incidence of heartworm dis-
ease in their practice areas had re-
mained the same since the last AHS 
survey was conducted 3 years earlier. 
A roughly equal proportion of veteri-
narians said that incidence was up 
(19%) and down (21%) in their prac-
tice areas.

Contributing Factors
Veterinarians who witnessed an up-
ward or downward trend in heart-
worm disease reported on multiple 
factors related to those trends. The 
findings are as follows:
1. Poor compliance: Poor compliance 

by clients, defined as not admin-
istering preventives year-round or 
skipping doses, was the most com-
mon factor cited by veterinarians 
(61%) who witnessed an upward 
trend. Approximately 40% of veter-
inarians in this group noted an in-
flux of infected rescue dogs to lo-
cal areas. 

2. Increased compliance/preventive
administration: An increased num-
ber of pet owners administering 
preventives (74%) and improved 
compliance (63%) were the lead-
ing reasons provided by veterinar-
ians who noted a downward trend 
in heartworm incidence. 

3. Weather: Among veterinarians 
who saw a rise, 39% cited weath-
er as a contributing factor result-
ing in increased mosquito popula-
tions; whereas, only 16% of those 
who saw a decrease attributed the 
change to less favorable weather 
conditions for mosquitoes.

4. Economy: Veterinarians who not-
ed an increase in heartworm inci-
dence were more likely to cite neg-
ative economic factors than those 
who saw a decrease in incidence. 
Twelve percent of practices noted 
that improvements in the economy 
and a resulting increase in preven-
tive usage had a positive effect.

5. Efficacy: Heartworm preventive 
lack of efficacy (LOE) was not con-
sidered a major factor. Among the 
19% of veterinarians who reported 
that heartworm incidence was up, 
less than 6% cited LOE as a possi-
ble factor.

THE ROLE OF RESOURCES
A large majority of surveyed veter-
inarians (72%) reported that they 
follow the AHS Guidelines for the 
Prevention, Diagnosis, and Man-
agement of Heartworm (Dirofilar-
ia immitis) Infection, available at:
•	Dogs: heartwormsociety.org 

/pdf/2014-AHS-Canine-
Guidelines.pdf 

•	Cats: heartwormsociety.org 
/pdf/2014-AHS-Feline-Guidelines.
pdf
In addition, 40% of veterinarians 

use the AHS website (heartworm 
society.org) as a resource, and 
another 32% use AHS client education 
tools, available at heartwormsociety 
.org /veterinary-resources/order-
publications.html. 

IN SUMMARY
Heartworm incidence rates remain 
high in the U.S., but the survey re-
sults indicate that the power to sig-
nificantly reduce disease incidence 
is in the hands of veterinarians and 
their clients. Recommendations by 
veterinary professionals to admin-
ister heartworm preventives year-
round—and client cooperation in 
giving these preventives on time and 
as directed—should be the goal.

The AHS will conduct the next 
Heartworm Incidence Survey in 
early 2017 and base the findings on 
data from the 2016 calendar year. n

aHS = american Heartworm Society; 
loe = lack of efficacy
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