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A case of breast cancer detected by a pet dog

described the detection of a ma-

lignant melanoma by a pet dog.
A 44-year-old woman’s border col-
lie/Doberman mix sniffed and bit at a
specific mole on her leg while ignor-
ing other moles and lesions, prompt-
ing medical attention that led to the
diagnosis. Church and Williams? later
reported a patient whose Labrador re-
triever doggedly sniffed at a lesion on
the patient’s left thigh, eventually lead-
ing to a diagnosis of basal cell carci-
noma. In both cases the dogs detected
the lesions through the patients’ cloth-
ing and ceased interest once the lesions
were excised. Here we report a case of
breast cancer that was detected after
similar peculiar behavior in a pet dog.

I n 1989, Williams and Pembroke!

Case study

A 44-year-old Caucasian female
was in her usual state of good health
when her dachshund puppy began
the odd habit of sniffing and pok-
ing at her left axilla while she sat on
the sofa watching television. After a
month of this behavior, she pushed
the dog aside one day and discov-
ered a lump in her upper, outer left
breast. Biopsy provided the diagnosis
of infiltrating ductal carcinoma. She
underwent segmental mastectomy,
which revealed two discrete foci of
high-grade, estrogen receptor—posi-
tive, infiltrating ductal carcinoma.
Surgical resection margins were clear,
and axillary sentinel node biopsy re-
vealed no evidence of metastases. Her
dog continued sniffing and poking at
her axilla postoperatively. She went
on to receive chemotherapy followed
by radiation therapy and tamoxifen.
Unfortunately, she developed meta-
static disease and succumbed to her
cancer only 1 year later.

Discussion

With approximately 50-fold more
olfactory receptors than humans have,
© 2005 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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dogs purportedly possess a sense of
smell up to 100,000 times more sen-
sitive than humans’. Given such ol-
factory prowess, dogs have valuable
roles in police work, detecting hidden
explosives and drugs, tracking crimi-
nals, and finding cadavers or missing
persons. It therefore would not be
surprising if certain dogs can detect
subtle odors emitted by human can-
cers. This field, popularly referred to
as “dognoseis,” has drawn much atten-
tion on the Internet,* although rig-
orous peer-reviewed data are sparse.
Pickel et al®’ conducted an inves-
tigation involving two dogs (a stan-
dard schnauzer and a golden retriever)
trained to detect melanoma in human
patients. The dogs were first trained to

localize melanoma tissue samples hid-
den on healthy human volunteers and
then tested on seven patients suspected
of having melanoma. One dog “report-
ed” melanoma in five patients whose
disease was subsequently confirmed by
biopsy. A sixth patient with suspected,
but not biopsy-proven, disease was re-
ported as “positive” by the dog; further
workup confirmed the diagnosis, vin-
dicating the dog. The second dog ex-
amined four patients and agreed with
the first dog in every case. The odds of
these results being obtained by chance
were less than 107 and 107 for the two

dogs, respectively.
Some astute physicians have a
general sense about a patient’s condi-
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Canine detective
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tion through body odor, which may
be helpful in generating a differen-
tial diagnosis.®® Studies have shown
the presence of volatile organic com-
pounds in the breath of some patients
with lung'®" or breast' cancer. Willis
et al”® evaluated the ability of dogs to
distinguish patients with transitional
cell bladder cancer through urine odor.
Dogs were trained to discriminate
urine from bladder cancer patients and
and controls and then tested for their
ability to select cancer patients. The
dogs correctly identified patients 22
out of 54 times (41%)—substantially
better than the 14% positive rate pre-
dicted by chance alone. Interestingly,
some patients were consistently iden-
tified or missed, suggesting that the
strength of the scent varies among
patients. Intriguingly, the dogs consis-
tently identified one of the controls as
a cancer case; further evaluation of this
patient uncovered a transitional renal
cell carcinoma.

To our knowledge, the case report-
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ed here represents the first instance of
an internal malignancy having been
sensed by a pet dog. Just what the dog
was sensing is uncertain, but Phillips
et al'? have reported the presence of
volatile markers in the breath of some
breast cancer patients. Although our
case represents only anecdotal evidence
of a breast cancer being detected by a
dog, it intensifies our curiosity about
this subject; controlled experiments
should be conducted to assess the true
potential of dogs in the detection of
human cancer.
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