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A Practical Guide to
Acute Hindlimb Lameness

Is it a Cranial Cruciate Ligament Rupture?

Whitney E. Phipps, DVM, DACVS-SA
Consultant to Heska

July 13, 2023

Question 1: What type of veterinarian are 
you?
• General practice 
• ER
• Practice limited to surgery
• ACVS
• Other

Outline

• “Typical” presentation
• CrCL differentials
• Workup
• Management and referral

• Heska Canine Stifle Injury Series webinars
• Part 1: Caring for Cruciate Ligament Deficiency (Kevin McAbee, DVM, DACVS)
• Part 2: Post-operative Rehabilitation (Alice Baker Meuten, DVM, DACVSMR, 

MS-TCVM)

History and presentation

• Acute hindlimb lameness
• Waxing and waning hindlimb lameness
• “Down dog” if bilateral
• ***CrCL rupture is the most common cause of hindlimb lameness in 

the dog!!!***
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Differentials

• Degenerative
• Anomalous
• Metabolic
• Neoplastic
• Inflammatory/idiopathic
• Traumatic/toxin
• Vascular

Questions 2: Other than CrCL rupture, what are 
your top differentials for hindlimb lameness?
• Trauma
• Rickettsial disease
• Neoplasia
• Non-stifle joint disease
• Other

Acute hindlimb lameness differentials

• ***CrCL***
• Trauma
• Neoplasia
• IMPA
• Rickettsial disease
• Septic joint and/or osteomyelitis
• Neurologic disease
• Worsening patellar luxation or hip dysplasia

History

• Age
• Breed
• Duration of lameness

• Recurrence
• Shifting limb

• Progression of lameness
• After activity vs. rest
• Throughout the day

• ***CrCL***

• Trauma

• Neoplasia

• IMPA

• Rickettsial disease

• Septic joint and/or osteomyelitis

• Neurologic disease

• Worsening patellar luxation or hip 
dysplasia

• Witnessed or potential trauma
• Tick exposure, preventative use
• Travel history
• General health?

• Appetite
• Attitude
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Physical Exam

• Gait exam
• General physical exam
• Orthopedic exam
• Neurologic exam

• Including spinal palpation!

Lab Animal volume 36, page19 (2007)
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Physical Exam Findings

• Effusion
• Muscle atrophy

https://dogsolutions.co.za/after-injury-will-a-dogs-muscles-return-to-normal/

Physical Exam Findings

• Cranial drawer

Video: Harpreet Singh, DVM, DACVS-SA
Drawing: https://urbananimalveterinary.com/event/cranial-cruciate-ligaments-tears-in-dogs/

Physical Exam Findings

• Tibial thrust

Video: Harpreet Singh, DVM, DACVS-SA
Drawing: 
https://www.vin.com/apputil/content/defaultadv1.aspx?pId=11290&id=4252719&print=1

Physical Exam Findings

• Sit test

https://www.cliniciansbrief.com/article/top-5-signs-watch-during-orthopedic-examination
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Physical Exam Findings

• ***CrCL***
• Cranial drawer, tibial thrust, sit test

• Trauma
• Neoplasia
• IMPA
• Rickettsial disease
• Septic joint and/or osteomyelitis
• Neurologic disease
• Worsening patellar luxation or hip dysplasia

Physical Exam Findings

• ***CrCL***
• Cranial drawer, tibial thrust, sits test, medial buttress, hyperextensional stifle pain

• Trauma
• Swelling, crepitus, bruising

• Neoplasia
• IMPA
• Rickettsial disease
• Septic joint and/or osteomyelitis
• Neurologic disease
• Worsening patellar luxation or hip dysplasia

Physical Exam Findings

• ***CrCL***
• Cranial drawer, tibial thrust, sits test

• Trauma
• Swelling, crepitus, bruising

• Neoplasia
• Focal swelling with severe pain, +/-systemic signs

• IMPA
• Rickettsial disease
• Septic joint and/or osteomyelitis
• Neurologic disease
• Worsening patellar luxation or hip dysplasia

Physical Exam Findings
• ***CrCL***

• Cranial drawer, tibial thrust, sits test
• Trauma

• Swelling, crepitus, bruising
• Neoplasia

• Focal swelling with severe pain, +/-systemic signs

• IMPA
• Hyperthermia, +/-multiple joints involved, +/-systemic signs

• Rickettsial disease
• Hyperthermia, +/-multiple joints involved, +/-systemic signs

• Septic joint and/or osteomyelitis
• Neurologic disease
• Worsening patellar luxation or hip dysplasia
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Physical Exam Findings

• ***CrCL***
• Cranial drawer, tibial thrust, sits test

• Trauma
• Swelling, crepitus, bruising

• Neoplasia
• Focal swelling with severe pain, +/-systemic signs

• IMPA vs. rickettsial disease
• Hyperthermia, +/-multiple joints involved, +/-systemic signs

• Septic joint and/or osteomyelitis
• Hyperthermia, focal swelling or effusion, +/-draining 

tract
• Neurologic disease
• Worsening patellar luxation or hip dysplasia

Physical Exam Findings

• ***CrCL***
• Cranial drawer, tibial thrust, sits test

• Trauma
• Swelling, crepitus, bruising

• Neoplasia
• Focal swelling with severe pain, +/-systemic signs

• IMPA vs. rickettsial disease
• Hyperthermia, +/-multiple joints involved, +/-systemic signs

• Septic joint and/or osteomyelitis
• Hyperthermia, focal swelling or effusion, +/-draining tract

• Neurologic disease
• Weakness, loss of proprioception or other reflexes, nerve root 

signature, paraspinal pain
• Worsening patellar luxation or hip dysplasia

Physical Exam Findings

• ***CrCL***
• Cranial drawer, tibial thrust, sits test

• Trauma
• Swelling, crepitus, bruising

• Neoplasia
• Focal swelling with severe pain, +/-systemic signs

• IMPA vs. rickettsial disease
• Hyperthermia, +/-multiple joints involved, +/-systemic signs

• Septic joint and/or osteomyelitis
• Hyperthermia, focal swelling/effusion, +/-draining tract

• Neurologic disease
• Weakness, loss of proprioception or other reflexes, nerve root signature, paraspinal pain

• Worsening patellar luxation or hip dysplasia

Physical Exam Findings

• Worsening patellar luxation usually 
accompanied by CrCL rupture

Video courtesy Harpreet Singh, DVM, DACVS-SA
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Physical Exam Findings
• Hip dysplasia

• Similar bilaterally
• Muscle atrophy
• Limited ROM, pain on ROM
• Crepitus
• Asymmetric greater 

trochanters if luxated

What about diagnostics?

Radiographic considerations

• Surgical planning
• Screening for other disease
• Consider lateral stifle 

radiograph if working up other 
joint lameness

Obringer et al. VCOT Open n 2021;4:e86–e91.

Radiographic Considerations

• SEDATION!
• Appropriate positioning

• Orthogonal radiographs
• Include stifle and tarsus
• Calibration 

• Remember ALARA

https://todaysveterinarynurse.com/radiology-imaging/radiographic-positioning-head-
shoulders-knees-and-toes-part-2/
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Other Diagnostics

• CBC/chem/UA
• Rickettsial disease testing
• Arthrocentesis (fluid analysis 

and cytology, culture and 
sensitivity)

• Consider endocrine workup

Credit: a: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; b: Bobbi S. Pritt, Mayo Clinic

Acute management

• Pain management
• NSAIDs
• Acetominophen
• Gabapentin and/or amantadine for chronic pain
• Coming soon: anti-NGF monoclonal antibody
• Supplements: omega-3, polysulfated glycosaminoglycans, CBD?

• Rest
• Referral

Referring

• Set owner expectations
• Include with referral

• PE findings
• Labwork results
• Medications prescribed
• Radiographs (DICOM)
• Brief case summary

• Support pet’s pain control and rest plan

Pre-op training considerations

• Reintroduce crate training
• Leash walking
• Forage toys
• E-collar
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What if…

• …my patient is obese?
• Endocrine workup
• Weight loss plan

• Diet
• PT

What if…

• …my patient is difficult to handle

Clinician’s Brief, May 2019

Clinician’s Brief, May 2019
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Troubleshooting 
post-op issues

• Overactivity
• Sedatives: trazodone, 

gabapentin, acepromazine, 
benzodiazepines

• Forage toys
• Alternative activities

Troubleshooting Post-op issues

• Behavior changes
• Secondary to medications
• Frustration/boredom
• Untreated pain

Troubleshooting post-op issues

• Worsening lameness
• Differentials: meniscal tear, peri-operative infection, implant intolerance, 

other orthopedic disease
• Contralateral limb?

• Diagnostics to consider: sedated radiographs, arthrocentesis, culture 
& sensitivity

When in doubt…
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Conclusions

• Most common cause of canine hindlimb lameness=CrCL rupture
• Diagnosis of CrCL rupture can generally by made by history and 

physical exam
• Recommend referral
• We’re on your team!

©2023 Heska Corporation. All Rights Reserved. HESKA is a registered trademark of Heska Corporation in 
the United States and other countries. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

Questions?

Remember to 
download the CE certificate
in the handouts panel of
the webinar control panel.
NOTE: CE certificate not available 
for watching the recording. 

Questions about CE?
events@heska.com

Questions about topic?
wephipps@gmail.com

Thank you for joining us!
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