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What are anal glands?

Author: Katy Boger, DVM of the Humane Society of Charlotte
Anal glands (or sacs) are essentially scent glands located just inside and on either side of your dog or cat’s anus.   The glands secrete a foul smelling material that marks the animal’s scent.  Usually, the glands express themselves during normal defecation.  Sometimes the glands do not empty when the animal defecates and they can become impacted.  When the glands are impacted, they are often uncomfortable.  The animal may lick at the anal area, chase their tail, suddenly jump up and look at their rear ends, or quite commonly, scoot their rear end along the ground.  Any of these behaviors can be a sign that the animal needs to be checked.

When the anal glands become impacted, the pet may need to have the glands emptied manually.  Your veterinarian can check your pet’s glands to see if they are impacted.  Impacted glands, without proper management, can become infected, or abscess, and even rupture through the skin.  These abscesses are painful to the pet.  The abscesses are often very messy if they rupture.  Abscesses need medical treatment by a veterinarian.

Some dogs have recurrent issues with impacted anal glands and need to have them manually emptied on a regular basis.  How often this occurs is highly specific to each individual animal. Stool consistency can play a factor in helping to express the glands through normal defecation. Bulking up the stool through a high fiber diet can sometimes be effective in emptying the gland as stool passes out the anus.  Consult your veterinarian about the appropriate diet for your pet with recurrent anal gland issues.  Pets with significant recurring problems may need to have the sac removed.  This surgical procedure carries its own risks and should be discussed at length with your veterinarian prior to consideration as complications can occur.  Other conditions, such as allergic skin disease and obesity, may contribute to recurrent problems with anal gland impaction.  If your pet has recurrent issues, please see your veterinarian for an evaluation.

