
D
ogs love to run and jump, whether they are 

agility competitors or just chasing toys, and 

their joints can take a pounding. Joint prob

lems fall into two general categories: degenerative prob

lems, such as arthritis, and developmental problems, 

including hip and elbow dysplasia. 

For this in-depth report, DOG FANCY consulted experts 

to help you recognize and deal with both hip and elbow 

dysplasia, provide you with a close look at the PennHIP 

test and how it detects joint problems in the hips, and let 

you know what to expect if your dog gets elbow dysplasia. 

I 
Hip Dysplasia
andPennHIP 

By Meredith Wargo 

Hip dysplasia is the most commonly inherited orthopedic disease in dogs. 

This improper formation of the hip joint usually leads to osteoarthritis, 

which causes joint damage, inflammation, and pain. Dog owners spend 

$800 million to $2 billion annually in treatments for their pets who suffer 

from this debilitative disease, according to a publication in preparation from 

the University of Pennsylvania Hip Improvement Program, or PennHIP. 

Although no cure exists, tests help identify dogs who are susceptible to 

developing hip dysplasia. Early detection can aid in treatment and help 

breeders screen for the disorder. 
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An in-depth look at 
tests and treatments 
for hip and elbow 
dysplasia, two com
mon developmental 
problems in dogs 



X-rays are the only definitive means to

diagnose the disease. For more than 40 

years, the Orthopedic Foundation for 

Animals has regulated the screening, 

which consists of taking an X-ray of an 

animal's hips in a certain position. The 

single hip-extended film is evaluated by 

three board-certified veterinary radiolo

gists, who rate the condition of the hips 

and assign them a grade, from excellent 

conformation to severe hip dysplasia. 

If the consensus of the three evalua

tions results in an excellent, good, or fair 

rating, the dog receives an OFA registry 

number. This information is entered into 

the OFA hip dysplasia database that func

tions as a voluntary screening service, 

which increases the probability for ob

taining a dog without the condition for 

breeding, competition, or as a healthy pet. 

"The OFA maintains a verifiable pub

lic database," says G. Gregory Keller, 

D.V.M., M.S., dip lo mate of the American

College ofVeterinary Radiology and chief

of veterinary services for the OFA in

Columbia, Mo. "If you are looking to pur

chase a dog and have sire and dam infor

mation (registration name or number),

you can verify that what you're being told

about the animal is correct."

In 1993, a procedure called PennHIP 

was developed to better assess a dog's 

risk for developing the disease. "PennHIP 

Dogs must be anesthetized or 
deeply sedated during the 
PennHIP procedure, and most 
veterinarians sedate for the OFA 
IICleelllng, as well. 

� .. ···HIP.,DYS.e�SIA BASICS· , 
What is canine hip dysplasia? Canine hip dysplasia is the abnormal development of a 

dog's hip, and is associated with looseness of the hip Joint. In a dog's hind legs, the head of 
the femur, or thighbone, is shaped like a ball and is designed to fit tightly into the acetabu
lum, or socket. Dogs with hip dysplasia have looser or more moveable hip joints. 

What are the signs? Hip dysplasia can be detected as early as 4 months of age. 
Symptoms may first appear as a swaying or unsteady gait. As the disease progresses, some 
dogs may move their hind legs together in what is described as "bunny hopping." Others may 
exhibit difficulty navigating stairs or rising from a sitting position. A distinct clicking sound can 
often be heard when the animal Is walking or running. 

Who's at risk? While gender doesn't seem to be a factor, size is. The disease is more 
common in large-breed dogs than in smaller breeds. Bernese Mountain Dogs, English Setters, 
Golden Retrievers, German Shepherd Dogs, St. Bernards, Standard Poodles, and Rottweilers 
are breeds that are commonly afflicted. However, dogs of all breeds and sizes are susceptible 
to this inherited condition. 
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• Ho� is it treated? Non-steroidal antHnflanimatory drugs and dietary changes, such as 
increasing the consumption of omega-3 fatty acids, can help decrea� the inflamma\ion and 
discomfort associated with this disease. A surgical option once a dog reaches maturity is total 
hip replacement. "The smaller the dog, the less it is probably needed, although nano total hip 
replacements (implants for animals generally weighing less than 10 pounds) for Poodles have 
been described with about 90 percent return to normal," says James Rouse, D.V.M., 
Doughman Professor of small animal surgery at the Kansas State University College of 
Veterinary Medicine. "Total hip replacement is definitely the best for any dog weighing more 
than 40 pounds� 

improves our ability to measure hip laxi

ty," says Gail Smith, VMD, Ph.D., profes

sor of orthopaedic surgery and founder

/ director of PennHIP at the University of 

Pennsylvania School ofVeterinary Med

icine in Philadelphia. The laxity, or loose

ness, of the hip joint is what leads to 

osteoarthritis. 
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