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Patellar luxation is a condition affecting the stifle, or knee joint of 
dogs.  The patella is the kneecap, and patellar luxation implies a 
dislocation to the kneecap from its normal position on the front of 
the rear leg. It is helpful in understanding patellar luxation to feel 
your own kneecaps while sitting or standing.  You should find that 
your kneecap can be moved only slightly medially (toward the 
center of the body) or laterally (away from the center of the body). 
The dog’s patella is more difficult to feel, although his anatomy is 
remarkably similar to ours. Patellar luxation may be either medial 
or lateral, and either congenital (present, but not necessarily 
detected at birth) or acquired, usually from trauma. 
 
In a very recent study of 124 cases of patellar luxation, 91 cases 
were congenital, 17 cases were acquired, and 16 cases were 
undetermined in origin. Most of the patellar luxations were 
diagnosed in dogs less than two years of age. Medial patellar 
luxation was diagnosed more than seven times more frequently 
than lateral luxation. The majority of dogs with congenital disease 
had patellar luxation of both rear legs. The majority of acquired 
luxations affected only one rear leg. 
 
There is general agreement among orthopedic specialists that 
congenital patellar luxation is an inherited disorder.  The mode of 
inheritance has not been determined, as it is very likely to be a 
polygenic trait similar to hip dysplasia. This means that many 
genes contribute to the manifestation of the disorder. Mixed-breed 
dogs are significantly less likely to be diagnosed with patellar 
luxation than purebred dogs.  Only seven of the 124 cases cited 
above occurred in mixed-breed dogs. 
 



Medial patellar luxation is more common than lateral luxation in 
all sizes of dogs. As dog size increases, a higher percentage of 
cases are lateral, but medial luxations still predominate. As dog 
size increases, the risk of patellar luxation decreases, with about 75 
percent of cases occurring in dogs less than 40 pounds of body 
weight.  
 
Patellar luxations are graded from 1 to 4 as follows: 
 

Grade 1.  The patella can be luxated manually, but returns to 
its normal position when released. 

 
Grade 2.  The patella can be luxated manually or may luxate 
spontaneously upon manipulation of the leg. Once luxated, 
the patella remains until repositioned manually. 

 
Grade 3.  The patella remains luxated most of the time.  It 
can be repositioned manually, but when released, it returns to 
the luxated position. 

 
Grade 4.  The patella is luxated at all times, and cannot be 
replaced to the normal location with manual pressure. 

 
Presenting signs of patellar luxation include pain and lameness.  
Grade 1 and 2 luxations are intermittent, and may therefore show 
normal gait alternating with lameness depending on the position of 
the patella and the temperament of the dog.  Some animals seem to 
accommodate to the condition and may be relatively pain free, 
even if the patella is luxated.  Grade 3 and 4 dogs usually show 
severe bowing of the legs, with the direction of bowing dependent 
of the direction of the luxation.  These dogs may be very painful.  
Grade 3 and 4 dogs usually show significant gait deficits, even if 
not painful.  Because flexion of the stifle is limited with patellar 
luxation, dogs of all grades usually have a post –legged rear gait 
with limited drive produced by the rear quarters. 



 
The primary treatment for patellar luxation is surgery. Since most 
dogs are affected in both rear legs, surgery can be costly. Long-
term management of patellar luxation should depend primarily on 
eliminating affected animals from the gene pool. Animals which 
may not be affected, but repeatedly produce the disorder should 
also not be bred. Since the frequency of patellar luxation increases 
with decreasing body size, breeders should be careful not to 
sacrifice soundness for smaller body size. Although patellar 
luxation is not yet a frequent problem within our breed, breeders 
are encouraged to be both knowledgeable and responsible about 
the disorder. 


