
It is a reaction pattern rather 

than a specific disease.   This 

means that anything that 

causes the dog to continually 

lick or chew at the area may 

lead to the formation of the 

characteristic lesion.  

What makes this such a frustrating disease to 

deal with is that a wide range of diseases may 

trigger the dog to lick and traumatise the area, 

which may then lead to the development of the 

characteristic lesion.  Known triggers to the 

initial licking include soft tissue trauma to the 

site, underlying boney damage, damage to the 

nerves supplying the distal leg, allergic skin 

disease, infections (bacterial or fungal), tumours, 

and in some cases behavioural abnormalities 

similar to OCD (obsessive compulsive behavior) 

in people.  Regardless of the initiating cause, 

secondary bacterial infections are very common 

(>95% of cases) and cause a marked increase in 

the size and severity of the lesion. 

What causes it to develop? 

KEY POINTS Acral Lick Dermatitis 

Acral lick dermatitis is the 

term used to describe a 

wound on the lower legs or 

feet in which the skin 

becomes thickened and 

forms a plaque like lesion 

that may become bald and 

ulcerated. 

This is a “reaction pattern” rather than a 
specific disease.  i.e. a variety of very 
different causes can lead to exactly the same 
lesion 

Bacterial infection is very common (~95%) 
and causes significant exacerbation of 
disease 

Biopsy and tissue cultures are necessary as 
the bacteria in the deep tissue is often 
(~70%) very different from that on the 
surface 
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Treatments vary depending on the inciting 
cause, but long term antibiotics is often the 
first step. 

The prognosis is guarded as the response to 
therapy is very variable, depends on the 
individual’s behavior and cannot be 
predicted. 
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After 

The actual diagnosis is very 

straightforward and is made on 

the basis of the characteristic 

lesions, location of the irritation  

and continual self trauma to the 

affected area.                             

The difficult part of the 

investigation is trying to identify 

the triggering cause of the 

irritation, because if this is not 

possible a permanent cure is 

very difficult to achieve.  

Multiple steps are commonly 

needed and include radiographs 

(x-rays) to rule out any 

underlying boney damage, a 

biopsy (“applecore” punch 

sample of skin) to rule out the 

presence of tumours or deep 

infections.  In addition to 

collecting biopsy samples for 

histopathology, deep tissue 

samples are also collected for a 

bacterial culture.  These 

samples are incubated in the 

laboratory to identify what 

bacteria are present in the deep 

tissue.  This is critical as it has 

been shown that over 95% of 

the lesions have a bacterial 

infection present, and that in 

around 70% of cases the 

bacteria that are present in the 

deep aspects of the tissue are 

different from those found on 

the surface of the lesion.  If 

your pet also has other signs 

that indicate allergic disease 

then allergy testing may be 

required.  If no triggers can be 

identified and there are signs 

consistent with a behavioural 

cause then consultation with 

an animal behaviourist may be 

needed 

How do we diagnose the condition? 

Regardless of the inciting cause, as infections are 

so common and play such an important role in 

the exacerbation of the lesion the first step is to 

treat with appropriate antibiotics.  Because of the 

scarring  that is present in the lesion this may be 

an extended course – lasting from weeks to 

months in some cases. 

If the inciting cause can be identified, it is treated 

specifically and will vary depending on the 

cause. If investigation has ruled out organic 

disease and there are symptoms compatible with 

a behavioural problem then consultation with an 

animal behaviourist may be necessary. 

Treatment 
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