
    
    

 

Summary Position Statement on Gonad Sparing Sterilization Procedures  

(such as ovary sparing surgery (OSS), tubal ligation, vasectomy, chemical castration) versus 

traditional spay/neuter where both gonads are removed: 

The American College of Theriogenologists (ACT) and the Society for Theriogenology 

(SFT) believe that the decision to sterilize a pet, the method used, and the age at which the 

procedure is performed should be made on a case by case basis, and that this decision 

should be made between the pet’s owner and veterinarian, taking into consideration the 

pet’s age, breed, sex, health status, intended use, household environment, and 

temperament. Companion animals not intended for breeding may benefit from sterilization 

in efforts to avoid production of unintended litters and life-threatening conditions such as 

pyometra.  

There are risks and benefits to both gonad sparing sterilization and traditional 

spay/neuter.  The evidence available at this time is not definitive, so recommendations on 

type of sterilization procedure should be conservative until there is a clearer understanding 

of the mechanisms behind altered cancer rates, increased longevity and other purported 

risks or benefits of the gonads. 

Owners of intact pets, either non-sterilized or sterilized with a gonad sparing procedure, 

must be responsible for preventing unwanted breedings, and must be aware of the signs of 

gonad-related illnesses, such as pyometra, mammary cancer, and prostatic hyperplasia. In 

certain countries, like the US, where intact companion animals are less common, this will 

require an adjustment in thinking on the part of both the pet owners and the veterinary 

community.  All the risks and benefits of gonad sparing procedures should be thoroughly 

discussed with owners prior to decision making. 
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Alternative methods of sterilization such as ovary sparing surgery (OSS), tubal ligation, 

vasectomy and chemical castration have been gaining popularity in the United States over the 

last few years because of new research indicating that maintaining gonadal steroid production 

may increase longevity1–10, decrease the incidence of certain neoplasms (osteosarcoma1,10–13, 

hemangiosarcoma1,10,13–16, lymphoma10,14,21, transitional cell carcinoma1,10,22,23, mast cell 

tumor1,10,13,24), decrease the incidence of certain diseases such as urinary incontinence1,13,25–27, 

musculoskeletal disease (hip dysplasia1,13,14,16,28, cranial cruciate rupture1,13,14,16,28–30, 

autoimmune diseases13,31, obesity1,32) and may reduce some unwanted behaviors (anxiety, 

reactivity, aggression, cognitive dysfunction) 1,28,33–38.  

At this time, there is inadequate research to know if the benefit from remaining intact is due to 

gonadal steroids, other factors produced by the gonads, interaction between the hypothalamic-

pituitary-gonad axis, or an interaction that is not yet defined between the reproductive organs and 



other body systems. It is possible that performing gonad sparing surgery will not provide the 

same benefit to the animal as remaining entirely intact.  

There is no research specifically studying the advantages and disadvantages of gonad sparing 

surgeries, so recommendations are based on available research regarding benefits and risks of 

gonadal steroids on health and longevity, as well as the positive and negative impacts of 

neutering1,39–42. This research, coupled with clinical experience, anecdotal reports and concerns 

based on comparisons to other similar diseases in the dog and other species need to be 

considered when deciding if the potential benefit of the gonad sparing procedure outweighs the 

potential complications.  

With OSS, the uterus and cervix are completely removed, leaving behind either one or both 

ovaries. It is important that hysterectomy is complete, which means removing the cervix and tips 

of the uterine horns. If even a small portion of the uterus is left behind there is a risk of uterine 

pathology (e.g. stump pyometra) with the continued exposure to estrogen and progesterone that 

will follow.  

The vaginal wall will not be as strong after complete hysterectomy as it was when the cervix was 

present because the contiguous vaginal wall and cervix have been replaced by fibrous tissue 

following surgery. If the bitch is accidentally mated, due to the large amount of prostatic fluid 

that can be produced, the vaginal wall has the potential to rupture, resulting in a potentially life-

threatening peritonitis. Although there is no research studying the actual strength of the vaginal 

wall after hysterectomy, numerous clinicians have reported such situations, sometimes with fatal 

consequences. Since the cervix is completely removed, oversewing the vagina may prevent 

possible evisceration or peritonitis secondary to the pressure from an accidental breeding. 

Bitches that have undergone hysterectomy without bilateral ovariectomy will not have bloody 

discharge when they are in proestrus/estrus as the blood emanates from the uterus, thus it is 

difficult for owners to know when they are in heat. The only signs a bitch may show are vulvar 

edema and receptive behavior. This could be problematic when these bitches are taken to public 

places (e.g. dog day care or dog parks) or if a bitch is left outside unattended while in heat. This 

may result in accidental breeding which could lead to vaginal rupture or spread of venereal 

disease (transmissible venereal tumor, brucellosis, herpesvirus). Owners must be counseled on 

the importance of preventing accidental breeding in bitches that have undergone this procedure. 

Veterinarians must be vigilant when obtaining history as to how the bitch was sterilized because 

vaginal rupture or venereally transmitted diseases may not otherwise be on a differential list, thus 

delaying appropriate treatment.  

Tubal ligation, if properly performed, will result in effective contraception, however, there is the 

same risk of development of subacute endometritis-cystic endometrial hyperplasia-pyometra 

complex, as an intact bitch43–48. Thus, the only advantage of tubal ligation over remaining intact 

is the prevention of pregnancy. 

 



With tubal ligation and OSS, erratic cycling behavior may develop as the bitches age due to 

development of follicular cysts or neoplasia. This risk is no greater than in an aging intact bitch, 

but surgical removal of the abnormal ovary may be more difficult following OSS, because the 

mesometrium and uterus are not present to access and elevate the ovary.  Removal may also be 

more difficult due to fibrosis of the ovarian artery ligature site to the body wall, kidney, 

mesentery, or other adjacent tissues due to tissue reaction from the suture placed to ligate the 

utero-ovarian vessels.   

Risks of anesthesia and surgery should also be considered. Bitches undergoing OSS and tubal 

ligation have a greater likelihood of needing to undergo a second procedure to later remove the 

ovary(ies) that have been left behind should they develop pyometra, mammary cancer, ovarian 

cancer or ovarian follicular cysts.  

Vasectomy of male dogs prevents fertility, but has no effect on testosterone production, the 

ability to copulate, or the potential development of prostatic or testicular disease. Chemical 

castration reduces, but may not eliminate, testosterone production and the effects on 

development of prostatic and testicular disease are unknown. Repeat surgery to fully castrate a 

male dog is typically less complicated than in the bitch, however it still carries the risk of 

multiple anesthetic events.  
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