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A quick overview 
Dysplasia is a Greek word meaning malformed. In this context, it is used to describe the integrity of joints. A joint is a complicated structure where 
two or more bones meet. It is a very sensitive area in the development of the growing body. A puppy with dysplasia is born with normal joints but 
with a tendency to abnormal joint development. Environmental factors (exercise, diet, weight, neutering) may influence whether or not dysplasia 
develops in such a genetically predisposed animal. 
 
In principle, any joint can develop poorly, but most problems are seen in hips, elbows and shoulders. The bigger the animal, the more growing 
there is to do and the bigger the risk of joint problems. The following discussion will focus on hip dysplasia, but the same principles apply to 
dysplasia of any joint.

Hip dysplasia 
 
Hip dysplasia is most commonly seen in large dog breeds such as Golden and Labrador Retrievers, German Shepherds, Bernese Mountain Dogs 
and Saint Bernards. 
 
Hip dysplasia means that the hip joint, where the head of the femur (thigh bone) sits in the socket of the hip, is misshapen. This affects the mobility 
of the joint, and the movement of the malformed joint causes continual stress and damage within the joint, which in turn causes pain and lameness. 
Hip dysplasia often presents in two distinct age groups. There is the growing puppy, typically five to ten months old, who experiences pain during 
the growth phase, and there is the adult, often middle-aged or elderly dog, who has developed osteoarthritis as a consequence of a life of walking 
on an unstable joint. Osteoarthritis, therefore, is a consequence of dysplasia.
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Preventing hip dysplasia
 
Hip dysplasia is a hereditary developmental disease in which the hip joint fails to develop properly.

This means that, for a dog to develop hip dysplasia, there must be a genetic predisposition.  This is why breeders focus so much on ‘hip scores’. 
For many generations now, kennel clubs around the world have ensured that only dogs with healthy hips are selected for breeding. Hip dysplasia 
in dogs remains a very common problem, even after many generations of selective breeding. This is a true multifactorial disease, meaning that, in 
each case, several unfortunate factors come together to result in dysplasia. Some of these factors are known (genetic predisposition, over-exercise, 
over-feeding), some are just being discovered (neutering) and some are probably still not suspected at all.

Puppies are not born with hip dysplasia, but puppies that are genetically predisposed may develop hip dysplasia to varying degrees. Whether this 
happens, and to what degree the hips become malformed, is also influenced by other factors than genetics: the so-called ‘environmental factors’. 
Research in this area is ongoing and opinions differ, but the best advice to date is: 

•	 Avoid overfeeding puppies of large breeds as too-rapid growth may have a negative effect on joint development in a predisposed puppy.  

•	 Avoid excessive strain on the developing joints by stopping the puppy from walking up and down stairs, jumping, standing on two legs or being 
encouraged to run more than they would normally do on their own initiative.

•	 Avoid too sedentary a lifestyle as this also creates an increased risk.

Puppies (especially larger breeds) should not start activities such as agility or running with their owners until they are fully grown. It is tempting 
to want to ‘tire out’ an active eight-month-old dog through jogging, ball throwing or other vigorous activity, but this is not in the dog’s long-term 
interest as it puts undue and harmful strain on their skeletal development. Instead, exercise his or her mind and nose. Training tricks, following a 
scent trail and finding hidden objects, people or treats will all keep your young dog stimulated and help burn off some of that restless teenage 
energy. Never try to run them tired.

Recent studies have shown that a puppyhood lifestyle that is too sedentary and restricted in physical activity also increases the risk of hip dysplasia. 
As in all things, we need to strike the right balance. We want to limit inappropriate and harmful strain on the developing joints, but we also want to 
encourage healthy muscle development. 

These steps seem to have the biggest impact during the first three months of life. Researchers suggest that puppies who were born on a farm or 
had access to a big garden where they could explore with their litter mates are less likely to develop hip dysplasia than puppies who were kept in 
more confined conditions and therefore were less active for the first three months of life.

In short, the best way to support healthy hip development in your large-breed puppy is to let them control their own level of activity. Don’t take 
them on long walks, don’t throw balls or sticks, and don’t encourage ‘clumsy’ movements like jumping up on things or climbing stairs. Instead, let 
them play freely with other puppies on a daily basis. Go to the park or invite other dog playmates into your garden. Puppies will play actively, giving 
it all they’ve got, but they are also good at taking the breaks they need when they are left free to do so.

Finally, don’t neuter your dog unless there is a particular reason to do so. It has recently been established that neutering significantly increases 
the risk of developing arthritis, especially if this is done when the dog is under a year old.  If you decide to neuter, wait until your dog has reached 
maturity.

When choosing a puppy  
If you are planning to get a puppy belonging to a large or giant breed known to have a high incidence of hip dysplasia, you can certainly lower the 
risk of ending up with a dog with hip dysplasia if you choose a puppy who:

•	 Has spent the first few months of his or her life playing with litter mates in spacious surroundings with outdoor access. 

•	 Has parents who have good ‘hip scores’. 

•	 Has not been neutered.

Treatment
The symptoms of dysplasia vary from a short period of discomfort (in a growing dog) to chronic painful and crippling joint disease.

In the case of puppies and young dogs the pain may, with luck, be short-lived, only lasting while the skeleton matures. After this, many mild  
or moderate cases will show no signs of discomfort for several years, after which osteoarthritis may begin to cause problems. The vast majority  
of dogs that are diagnosed with hip dysplasia can be helped to lead full lives free of pain. They should not, of course, be used for breeding.

In serious cases of early diagnosed dysplasia, surgery may be needed to establish a working joint. For the vast majority, surgery will not be 
indicated, and treatment will focus on alleviating pain and, most of all, on reducing the development of osteoarthritis in the unstable joint.

You can help a dog suffering from dysplasia by:

•	 Making sure he or she at a healthy weight. Obesity adds to their pain and discomfort.  

•	 Not over exercising them. 

•	 Avoiding unusual movements such as those that are a result of leaping for a thrown ball or stick. 

•	 Giving them supplements – especially fish oils, glucosamines and green-lipped mussels. 
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•	 Trying osteopathy and physiotherapy, which can help your dog achieve a natural gait. 

•	 Trying acupuncture and massage, which can help decrease pain, thus decreasing or removing the need for pain medication.

If you are looking for professional support:

For osteopaths: www.associationofanimalosteopaths.com
For veterinary homeopaths: www.bahvs.com
For veterinary acupuncturists: www.ivas.com
For veterinary physiotherapist: www.acpat.org
For information and advice: www.caninearthritis.co.uk

The role of diet
Diet has a very important role to play in the treatment of dysplasia. A natural, raw diet will not only aid and support optimum health, but will make it 
easier to keep your dog a good weight. 

For dogs suffering from joint issues, a raw diet is especially helpful as it tends to contain high levels of natural glucosamine, which are present in 
cartilage and connective tissue in the raw meaty bones.  Supplementation with oily fish can also be beneficial to increase omega 3 levels in the diet.

A raw diet is also, by the way, an excellent way to help an overweight dog lose a few kilos without feeling hungry. Species appropriate feeding is, 
therefore, to be recommended in all but very complicated cases (such as where the dog may have had recent bowel surgery).  
 
If you live in the UK, Honey’s Health Team will be delighted to devise a special dietary plan for your dog designed to tackle dysplasia.  Feeding a 
natural diet couldn’t be easier and we can do all the hard work for you – working out exactly what your dog should eat each day (and how much, of 
course), explaining what to buy and how to prepare it. If you would prefer, and you will be under no obligation, we will be happy to supply the food 
you need and deliver it straight to your door. 

Free expert advice
At Honey’s we will be delighted to provide you with unlimited, free advice – we don’t mind if you never, ever plan to become a customer. Moreover, 
you can also consult our Health Team (which includes vets, veterinary nurses and other experts) free of charge. We will be pleased to show you how 
to make your own food, too. We maintain a list of holistic vets, who we are happy to recommend. 

Free book
If you want to know about canine health and nutrition, then please visit our website and download our free book Honey’s Natural 
Feeding Handbook for Dogs, or contact us direct and, if you are based in the UK, we will pop a free copy in the post.

General information about raw feeding 
 
There is growing evidence that dogs live longer, healthier and happier lives if they eat the same sort of diet they would enjoy in the wild. That is to 
say: raw, fresh meat, bones and vegetables. Such a diet is referred to as biologically appropriate aka natural feeding aka raw feeding aka (what a lot 
of things it is also known as) the BARF diet.

Dogs and their wolf cousins have been eating raw food for over a million years and they thrive on it. If your dog has any health issues, a raw food diet 
could make a huge difference. Benefits include a glossy coat, healthy skin, lean muscle tone, robust immune system, sweet-smelling breath, healthy 
teeth and gums, increased energy, better digestion and a strong heart. 

Indeed, if your dog has any health issues now (even minor problems such as allergies, dry skin, bad breath and what the Americans refer to, 
euphemistically, as ‘gas’) it is quite likely that a switch to a raw food diet will clear them up.

The advice and information contained in this fact sheet is for guidance only. The Honey’s Health Team (vets, veterinary nurses and other experts) is here to help you in 
any way we can. However, nothing can replace a physical examination by a vet or other qualified professional. 
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