
Understanding Your Dog’s Heat Cycle & the Benefits of Spaying
 

What Is a Heat Cycle? 
 

A heat cycle (estrus) is the reproductive cycle of an intact female dog. Most dogs experience their first 
cycle between 6–12 months of age. A full cycle lasts 2–4 weeks and recurs about every 6 months. 

 
Signs Your Dog May Be in Heat 
 

Physical Signs 
• Swollen vulva 
• Bloody or straw-colored discharge 
• Increased urination 

 

Behavioral Signs 
• Restlessness, agitation, or decreased appetite 
• Seeking out male dogs or increased affection 
• Mounting behaviors or escape attempts 

 
Stages of the Heat Cycle 

1. Proestrus (7–10 days): Swelling and bloody discharge; males are attracted but she is not receptive. 
2. Estrus (5–10 days): Lighter discharge; she is fertile and receptive to males. 
3. Diestrus (~2 months): Hormones level out; body responds as if pregnant regardless of mating. 
4. Anestrus (4–6 months): Resting phase before the next cycle. 

 
How to Care for a Dog in Heat 

• Keep her indoors or securely supervised 
• Avoid off-leash areas and intact male dogs 
• Use dog diapers or washable bedding 
• Support behavioral changes with patience 
• Prevent escape attempts, which are hormone-driven 

 
Risks of Leaving a Dog Intact 

• Accidental pregnancy 
• Pyometra, a life-threatening uterine infection 
• Increased risk of mammary tumors 
• Hormone-driven behaviors 
• Attraction of male dogs and potential conflicts 

 
Benefits of Spaying 

• Prevents heat cycles and accidental litters 
• Eliminates the risk of pyometra 
• Significantly reduces the risk of mammary tumors 
• Reduces hormone-driven behaviors 
• Helps control pet overpopulation 



When Should My Dog Be Spayed? 
The ideal timing varies by size and breed, but general guidelines include: 

• Small/medium breeds: ~6–9 months 
• Large/giant breeds: ~12–18 months 
• Individual medical or behavioral considerations may guide your veterinarian’s recommendation 

 
Timing Spay Surgery Around Heat Cycles 
 

Spaying can be done before, during, or after a heat cycle—but timing matters. 
Here’s what owners should know: 
 

Before the First Heat 
• Safest and simplest procedure 
• Best protection against mammary tumors 
• Often recommended for small to medium breeds 

During a Heat Cycle 
• The uterus is enlarged and has increased blood flow 
• Surgery may be higher-risk, take longer, and cost more 
• Most veterinarians prefer to wait until the cycle ends unless surgery is urgent 

Right After a Heat Cycle (0–8 weeks) 
• Dogs enter a hormonal phase called diestrus 
• The uterus remains more sensitive and vascular 
• Spaying during diestrus increases the risk of false pregnancy signs (lactation, nesting) 
• Many clinics recommend waiting 8–10 weeks after heat for hormones to settle 

Ideal Window 
• 8–12 weeks after a heat cycle ends 

o Hormones have normalized 
o The uterus is smaller and easier to remove 
o Minimizes both surgical risk and behavioral complications 
 

If you're unsure where your dog is in her cycle, our veterinarians can help evaluate timing based on her 
signs and medical history. 

 
 
We’re Here to Help 
If you’re unsure about the timing of your dog’s spay, if she is in heat, or want to schedule a consultation, 
please contact us. We’re happy to guide you through each step. 
 

Eagan Pet Clinic 
4395 Rahn Road 
Eagan, MN  55122 
(651) 454-5684 
info@eaganpetclinic.com 


