
Brachycephalic breeds, known for their distinctive flat faces and charming personalities, have 
become increasingly popular. However, these breeds, including English and French Bulldogs, 
Pugs, Shih Tzus, Lhasa Apsos, and Persian cats, come with specific health challenges that re-
quire special attention, particularly when it comes to anesthesia. In this comprehensive guide, 
we’ll delve into the unique considerations and best practices for administering anesthesia to 
brachycephalic breeds, ensuring their safety and well-being.

Understanding Brachycephalic Anatomy
Brachycephalic breeds are characterized by their shortened skulls, which result in a com-
pressed upper airway. This anatomical structure often leads to Brachycephalic Obstructive 
Airway Syndrome (BOAS), causing breathing difficulties, increased airway resistance, reduced 
tolerance to physical stress, and thermoregulation challenges. Key features impacting anesthe-
sia include:
1.	 Stenotic Nares: Narrowed nostrils that restrict airflow.
2.	 Elongated Soft Palate: Excess tissue in the back of the throat that can obstruct the airway.
3.	 Hypoplastic Trachea: A smaller-than-normal windpipe.
4.	 Everted Laryngeal Saccules: Tissue that can block the airway.

These anatomical features make brachycephalic breeds more susceptible to respiratory com-
plications, especially under anesthesia.

Pre-Anesthetic Evaluation
A thorough pre-anesthetic evaluation is crucial for brachycephalic breeds. This evaluation 
should include:
1.	 Comprehensive Physical Examination: Assessing the pet’s overall health, focusing on respi-

ratory function.
2.	 Blood Work: Evaluating organ function and identifying any underlying conditions affecting 

anesthesia.
3.	 Thoracic Radiographs: Imaging the chest to assess heart size and lung condition, usually 

done by the primary or referring veterinarian.
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4.	 Electrocardiogram (ECG): Monitoring heart function and identifying abnormalities.
5.	 Airway Examination: If possible, a detailed examination of the airway, potentially using a 

scope. At our practice, this is done at the time of anesthesia induction, prior to intubation.

Based on these findings, we can develop a tailored anesthesia plan that addresses the 
specific needs of the brachycephalic patient. At Carefree Dentistry and Oral Surgery for 
Animals, our doctors have extensive training in anesthesia and support from a board-certified 
anesthesiologist, making us uniquely qualified to handle challenging anesthetic cases.
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Anesthetic Protocol for Brachycephalic Breeds
Anesthetic management for brachycephalic breeds requires careful planning and execution. 
Key considerations include:
1.	 Pre-Medication: 

•	 Sedatives and Analgesics: Minimize stress and provide pain relief while avoiding 
significant respiratory depression.

•	 Anticholinergics: Help reduce secretions and support heart rate but should be used 
cautiously.

2.	 Induction:
•	 Rapid and Smooth Induction: Using intravenous (IV) agents like propofol and alfaxalone 

for quick control of the airway.
•	 Intubation: Immediate and gentle intubation using a laryngoscope and appropriately 

sized endotracheal tube to ensure a secure airway.
3.	 Maintenance:

•	 Inhalant Anesthetics: Isoflurane or sevoflurane are preferred for their rapid adjustability 
and minimal cardiovascular impact.

•	 Monitoring: Continuous monitoring of oxygen saturation (SpO2), end-tidal CO2 (ETCO2), 
heart rate, respiratory rate, and blood pressure. Capnography is valuable for ventilation 
monitoring.

4.	 Ventilation:
•	 Controlled Ventilation: Many brachycephalic breeds benefit from mechanical ventilation 

for adequate oxygenation and CO2 removal, depending on the procedure.
5.	 Recovery:

•	 Extubation: Delayed until the pet is fully awake and able to maintain a clear airway, 
performed when the pet shows strong swallowing and coughing reflexes.

•	 Post-Operative Monitoring: Close observation in a quiet, stress-free environment, 
monitoring for signs of respiratory distress or obstruction.

•	 Oxygen Therapy: Continued as needed until the pet is stable and breathing comfortably.



Post-Anesthetic Care
Post-anesthetic care is as important as the anesthesia itself. Brachycephalic breeds require 
meticulous monitoring and supportive care during the recovery phase:
1.	 Environment: Keeping the pet in a calm, quiet environment with minimal stress.
2.	 Positioning: Promoting open airways, typically in sternal recumbency (lying on the 

stomach).
3.	 Monitoring: Continuous monitoring of vital signs, including respiratory rate, heart rate, and 

oxygen saturation.
4.	 Intervention: Being prepared to intervene immediately if signs of respiratory distress or 

obstruction occur, which may include re-intubation or providing supplemental oxygen.

Owner Education and Communication
Educating pet owners about the risks and special considerations associated with anesthesia 
for brachycephalic breeds is crucial. Clear communication helps set realistic expectations and 
ensures owners understand the importance of pre-anesthetic evaluations and post-operative 
care. Key points include:
1.	 Risks and Benefits: Explaining potential anesthesia risks and the steps taken to mitigate 

them.
2.	 Pre-Anesthetic Testing: Emphasizing the importance of comprehensive pre-anesthetic 

testing for safety.
3.	 Post-Operative Care: Providing detailed post-operative care instructions, including 

monitoring for signs of respiratory distress and when to seek emergency veterinary care.

Conclusion
Administering anesthesia to brachycephalic breeds requires a specialized approach 
considering their unique anatomical and physiological challenges. By conducting thorough 
pre-anesthetic evaluations, utilizing tailored anesthetic protocols, and providing vigilant post-
anesthetic care, we can minimize risks and ensure the safety and well-being of these beloved 
pets. With careful planning, precise execution, and diligent monitoring, we can help our flat-
faced friends undergo necessary oral surgery procedures safely and comfortably, allowing 
them to continue bringing joy to their families for years to come.

Learn more about our doctors and our state-of-the-art equipment, and stay updated on the 
most current medical and anesthesia practices at Carefree Dentistry and Oral Surgery for 
Animals.

For more detailed information on anesthesia protocols and considerations for brachycephalic 
breeds, visit Veterinary Partner
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