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“Bingo has hip dysplasia,” says your veterinarian. You 
listen and nod your head to the treatment options, but 
really you are thinking something else. “How did this 
happen and what does this mean? Is this just because 
Bingo is old? But, Bingo isn’t even that old yet.” So let’s 
talk hip dysplasia!
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HERE’S THE TRUTH!
Many of you will have your beloved pets diagnosed with hip dysplasia when 
they are middle aged.  It’s not just part of them getting older! Hip dysplasia is 
actually a genetic developmental orthopedic condition that they’ve had since 
birth.  Dysplasia means “the abnormal growth or development of a tissue.”  
This is something that occurs during growth. There are a number of breeds 
which are genetically predisposed to hip dysplasia1:

Labrador Retriever

Golden Retriever

German Shepherd Dog

Rottweiler

Newfoundland

Any breed that has the genetics may develop hip dysplasia as well.

Other factors which contribute to hip dysplasia are rapid growth and weight gain 
associated with excessive caloric intake. High impact exercises also result in 
inflammation in the hip joint.
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There are other diseases that can result in similar clinical signs. It is important 
to consult with a veterinarian as all of the above are signs of pain and are not 
normal in pets. Your veterinarian will perform a thorough examination of all the 
joints and muscles to best determine where the pain is located. Sometimes your 
veterinarian may need to give your pet a sedative to help relax the muscles and 
joints to palpate for laxity within the joints.
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WHAT ACTUALLY IS HIP DYSPLASIA?
We already know there is abnormal development of tissue because of the term 
“dysplasia.” Hip dysplasia narrows those abnormalities to the hip joint and is 
characterized by excessive joint laxity and instability.

Think about those shoes that aren’t quite your size - they’re just a little too big 
and make it difficult to walk. They cause sores on your feet and force you to place 
abnormal strain on certain muscles or joints as you try to adjust to wear them. 
Too much laxity with continued wear causes you harm and your body pain.

In the case of the hip joint, there is too much laxity within the joint itself.  
The head of the femur is malformed or the hip acetabulum is not deep enough, 
or both. Therefore, the hip joint does not fit together smoothly as a ball and 
socket joint as it should. Damage and inflammation occur causing joint pain and 
degenerative changes.

WHAT SYMPTOMS WILL MY PET SHOW?
Depending on your pet’s age, the symptoms of hip dysplasia will vary.

In young dogs, you may observe:

“Bunny-hopping”2 gait

Intermittent limping of one or
both hind limbs

Difficulty rising from
a resting position

A lack of desire to play or run

An audible “clicking” noise when 
rising or walking

Shifting of weight to the front limbs 
and over extension of the hocks

In older dogs, symptoms may include:

Weight-bearing lameness

Lameness following exercise

Weakness due to disuse atrophy 
(decreased muscle mass) of 
the hind limb and hip muscles

Hesitancy to walk on slippery 
floors

Increased amount of sleeping
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HOW IS HIP DYSPLASIA DIAGNOSED?
Your veterinarian will recommend taking radiographs (x-rays) of the joints they 
found painful on physical examination. It is important to realize that without 
radiographs, your veterinarian will not be able to diagnose hip dysplasia. It would 
be presumptive to call it hip dysplasia without radiographs. There are many other 
causes of pain in the hip joint including dislocation, fractures of the bones of the 
hip joint, as well as bone cancer. The prognosis and treatment of each of these 
conditions are very different.

In order to reduce suffering and pain in your pet, it is imperative that your 
veterinarian evaluate the hips with radiographs. Most of the time, this will be 
under a sedative to reduce pain and anxiety as the hip joints are being 
manipulated to place them in the proper position. Remember, because your 
pet’s hips are painful, they may be shifting weight and putting abnormal strain 
on other joints as well causing degenerative changes in those joints.

Your veterinarian will determine if radiographs of those joints need to be taken 
at the same time the hips are radiographed.
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TREATMENT OF HIP DYPLASIA
The truth of hip dysplasia can be shocking and disturbing.  The good news is that 
you do have treatment options to manage the disease. Pain and suffering will be 
faced without treatment. There are options that will give your pet an improved 
quality of life, which will allow you to form memories full of joyful smiles and, of 
course, selfies! 

Depending on the stage of the disease, your veterinarian may recommend any 
combination of the treatment options.

Anti-inflammatory/pain medication for a short time

Joint supplements such as Adequan

Weight loss/joint diets

Stem cell or PRP therapy

Veterinary rehabilitation

Let’s dive in a little more!
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PAIN MEDICATIONS
Pain control is the core of managing hip dysplasia. In most cases, your pet is 
currently exhibiting signs of pain, which is the reason you brought your pet to 
the veterinarian. Controlling the pain with oral medications is common and 
necessary. However, long term medications are highly discouraged for your pet 
if it can be avoided. 

Pain medications that your veterinarian may recommend will  vary, but often 
an NSAID (non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug) will be prescribed.  This would 
be analogous to you taking Ibuprofen, Tylenol, or Aleve. These NSAIDs that are 
used in humans, however, are highly toxic to dogs and cats and should not be 
used in pets. The benefits of these medications are that they quickly reduce pain. 
However, long term usage is hard on the liver, kidneys, and gastrointestinal 
system (stomach, intestines, and colon). 

There are other medications that can be used to help with pain caused by 
hip dysplasia. These may include Tramadol, Gabapentin, or Amantadine. 
Your veterinarian may recommend a combination of the medications. 
While oral medications are needed, the goal is to prevent administration of 
long term medications that have side effects. 
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JOINT SUPPLEMENTS
You see them at the pet stores, online, and your neighbor will tell you all about 
the glucosamine and chondroitin joint supplement they’re using. Do they really 
work, though? What do they actually do? 

The truth is that there are no evidenced-based scientific studies that show 
that glucosamine and chondroitin work clinically in your pets. Nor, are there 
studies that show that they do not work.3 The truth is that we really don’t know.  
The thought behind supplementing glucosamine and chondroitin is that they 
may help establish a healthy environment within the joint by supporting 
cartilage health. We do know that these products do not relieve pain and 
have failed to stop the degenerative process. We also know because they are 
aimed at cartilage health, they only work if there is still cartilage present. 
Therefore, they should never be used alone because most often there is 
already pain present when they are started. 

The only FDA approved supplement that has been scientifically proven to help 
with relief of degenerative joint disease secondary to hip dysplasia is Adequan.  
It helps to inhibit cartilage loss in the joints. It also may help to “restore joint 
lubrication, relieve inflammation, and renew the building blocks of healthy 
cartilage.”4 Your veterinarian is the best resource to discuss if your dog is 
a candidate for Adequan. Often, Adequan will be used as part of a multi-modal 
approach that involves joint supplementation, weight loss, and physical 
rehabilitation to ensure that your pet returns to a pain-free state. 

CALL US TODAY! (417) 623-3080
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WEIGHT MANAGEMENT & DIET
Obesity is a risk factor that worsens hip dysplasia. It has been scientifically 
shown that animals which are overweight have a shorter lifespan than those at 
a healthy weight. One study showed that the average lifespan for animals which 
were overweight with no other medical conditions lived two years less than 
animals from the same litters with healthy weights.5  Obesity alone can cause 
degenerative changes in a normal joint.  Add to that a joint that is genetically 
unstable and has too much laxity, the issue is complicated. 

Weight management is mandatory with any patient that has been diagnosed 
with hip dysplasia. If your pet is overweight, a diet to reduce weight quickly will 
be recommended to help reduce pain levels. It is important to heed these 
instructions and not mix and match diets and treats. The same amount of one 
food may have a different amount of calories than another food. Think about
an apple having different nutrition than a cookie. Your veterinarian will tailor
a specific diet for your pet and give you instructions on how much to feed and 
how frequently. 

If your pet is currently at the ideal weight, your veterinarian may recommend
a joint diet that has high amounts of omega fatty acids that help reduce the 
inflammatory cascade. Often the omega fatty acids are in such high quantity 
that it is difficult to just add a supplement to the food currently being fed. 
Ask your veterinarian for the best way to address diet in your pet. 

SURGERY
Surgery can be beneficial in certain cases at specific ages which goes beyond 
the scope of this discussion. 
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VETERINARY REHABILITATION
Veterinary Rehabilitation is one of the most beneficial and most underused 
treatments for hip dysplasia. “Rehab” after surgery or trauma is common. 
However, rehabilitation in animals is more like human physical therapy. 
The American Academy of Rehabilitation Veterinarians (AARV) defines physical 
rehabilitation as “the diagnosis and management of patients with painful or 
functionally limiting conditions, particularly those with injury or illness related 
to the neurological and musculoskeletal systems.”7

REGENERATIVE MEDICINE
This medicine has emerged over the last decade as one of the best methods
to treat degenerative joint disease. While extensive discussion goes beyond
the scope of this paper, regenerative medicine allows the natural use of tissues 
from the patient’s own body that produces no adverse reactions. They help 
reverse some of the degenerative changes that have taken place in the joint.6 

Through the use of platelet rich plasma (PRP) and stem cell therapy, patients 
have seen pain relief for months at a time even extending to beyond a year. 
For further details, see “REGENERATIVE MEDICINE Adult Stem Cells offer 
Arthritic Pain Relief.”



WHY DOES REHABILITATION MAKE SENSE FOR 
HIP DYSPLASIA PATIENTS?

9

CALL US TODAY! (417) 623-3080

They experience pain

They have a functionally limiting condition

They have injury that is causing harm to the musculoskeletal system

Every hip dysplasia patient may be at a different stage in their disease, but 
the ultimate goals are directed at decreasing pain, improving hip range of 
motion (ROM), and building or maintaining muscle mass in the hips and hind 
limbs. There are a number of modalities that can be used to help achieve these 
goals, but for the purpose of this discussion, we will be focusing on the three 
most common. 

AQUATHERAPY

Water gives tremendous benefits for patients who have hip dysplasia. 
The warmth, buoyancy, and resistance of water in a controlled environment 
provide the optimal setting for patients who are too painful to exercise for long 
periods of time on dry land. It also improves cardiopulmonary (heart and lung) 
health allowing for blood and oxygen to get to the needed muscles. For patients 
who are able to walk on their own, the resistance of the water helps to improve 
muscle mass quicker. The pressure of the water on the joints also supports
 the joints as they move through the water, therefore, reducing the risk of injury 
and allowing for pain-free movement. 

1

Walking in the water in a protected setting offers fast muscle redevelopment 
and improves coordination, joint health, neuron education, core training, 
proprioceptive input (knowing where the feet are in space sends signals
to the brain) and cardiovascular fitness. 

Buoyancy ensures a safe, low impact exercise environment and the warm 
water temperatures (86-92 F) increases circulation. 

Hydrostatic pressure aides in pain control and improves circulation. 

The water level, selected by your trained therapist, allows different functions 
to be altered. Variables such as how much weight  the pet is bearing (0-40%), 
and how much range of motion a joint will go through while performing the 
exercise changes at different water levels.

Walking
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Used additionally to the underwater treadmill to produce a more difficult 
workout. 

Useful to massage post workout and to help with blood flow in our 
non-ambulatory patients.

Resistance jets

A typical aquatherapy session begins with a short timed event in the water
to ensure the patient is comfortable as well as to prevent soreness. Speed, water 
height, and duration will be dictated by your pet’s progress and capabilities.   

THERAPEUTIC EXERCISES

These exercises will be similar to what you would think of for yourself when you 
are going to physical therapy. They are used for patients who have musculoskeletal 
disorders (ie. hip dysplasia), neurological deficits, and in patients which need 
conditioning and/or weight loss. 

Various types of exercise equipment are used, tailored to your pet, and performed 
at each session. Exercise equipment may include physio balls and peanuts, wobble 
boards, balance pads/disks, cavaletti rails, inclines, and treadmills. 

These exercises are aimed at improving strength, flexibility, balance, and 
coordination. They also slow progression of disease by leading to enhanced 
mobility, improved cardiothoracic (heart and lungs) health, and emotional 
well-being. The results? Overall, a better quality of life!

Massage and Range of Motion & Cryotherapy/Thermotherapy: When performed 
correctly by a trained professional, massage can have significant benefits for 
patients by helping to break up scar tissue, enhance healing, and reduce strain 
and pain. It is recommended that patient’s limbs and joints be put through a passive 
range of motion to identify forces that cause pain and to stretch those muscles 
attached to the joints. The use of heat and cold at appropriate times within the 
rehabilitation sessions will enhance the pain reduction and improve flexibility
to allow for improved physical and emotional well-being.  
 
All three of these modalities offer tremendous benefits for patients with hip 
dysplasia. The best rehabilitation plan will consist of a combination of these 
therapies. Other therapies that can help as well that were not discussed in this 
paper are photobiomodulation with Class IV therapeutic lasers, elect-acupuncture 
and neuromuscular electrical stimulation, and pulsed electromagnetic therapy.
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Irregardless of the modality chosen, patients with hip dysplasia will benefit from 
rehabilitation. It will help build muscle when they are young. It will help reduce 
pain as degenerative changes occur with time. It will give them a better quality of 
life. We can’t change the disease, but we can change their life!

MASSAGE AND RANGE OF MOTION & CRYOTHERAPY/THERMOTHERAPY

When performed correctly by a trained professional, massage can have significant 
benefits for patients by helping to break up scar tissue, enhance healing, and 
reduce strain and pain. It is recommended that patient’s limbs and joints be put 
through a passive range of motion to identify forces that cause pain and to stretch 
those muscles attached to the joints. The use of heat and cold at appropriate times 
within the rehabilitation sessions will enhance the pain reduction and improve 
flexibility to allow for improved physical and emotional well-being.  
 
All three of these modalities offer tremendous benefits for patients with hip 
dysplasia. The best rehabilitation plan will consist of a combination of these 
therapies. Other therapies that can help as well that were not discussed in this 
paper are photobiomodulation with Class IV therapeutic lasers, elect-acupuncture 
and neuromuscular electrical stimulation, and pulsed electromagnetic therapy. 

Irregardless of the modality chosen, patients with hip dysplasia will benefit from 
rehabilitation. It will help build muscle when they are young. It will help reduce 
pain as degenerative changes occur with time. It will give them a better quality 
of life. We can’t change the disease, but we can change their life!

Irregardless of the modality chosen, patients with hip dysplasia will benefit from 
rehabilitation. It will help build muscle when they are young. It will help reduce
 pain as degenerative changes occur with time. It will give them a better quality 
of life. We can’t change the disease, but we can change their life!
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Cornerstone Animal Hospital now offers rehabilitation as 
part of a multi-modal approach to managing and treating 
hip dysplasia

Dr. Stephanie Stroud, DVM is in the process of becoming specialized in canine 
rehabilitation. She has had a love for rehabilitation before she attained her 
doctorate degree in veterinary medicine. She began by using hydrotherapy as 
a way to help heal wounds and to reduce pain in victims from the 2011 Joplin 
tornado. Her love for rehabilitation has expanded after veterinary school. 
She has logged over 95 hours of rehabilitation training at the University of
Tennessee and works diligently in the hospital now with a number of arthritic 
patients to help improve their quality of life. 

Your pet can be evaluated to determine if they are eligible to enroll in our 
rehabilitation or conditioning programs. Your appointment may be scheduled 
by calling 417-623-3080. Waiting will only result in further pain and decreased 
quality of life. 

Help your babies become pain free!
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