Idiopathic facial paralysis in dogs.
What is Idiopathic facial paralysis?
Idiopathic facial paralysis is a term used for describe a neuropathy affecting of one or both facial nerves. The origin of the problem is unknown, but is a similar condition to Bell’s palsy occurring in humans. 
Which dogs suffer from Idiopathic facial paralysis?
Idiopathic facial paralysis usually affects middle-aged to older. Although it can affect any breed of dog, Cocker Spaniels appear to be overrepresented.
What are the clinical signs of Idiopathic facial paralysis in dogs?
The most common clinical signs associated with Idiopathic facial paralysis in dogs reflect acute onset of drooping of the ears and lips, inability to blink or excessive salivation of the affected side, with some patients having troubles to keep the food in the mouth on the affected side. Other important function of the facial nerve was the production of tears, thus the reduce of production of tears together with the inadequate blinking, may predispose to suffer corneal ulceration. Concomitant ipsilateral vestibular signs can be seen in around a 50% of the cases due to the proximity of both nerves when they exit the skull.
How is Idiopathic facial paralysis diagnosed?
The diagnosis of Idiopathic facial paralysis is made by excluding other causes of facial dysfunction. The main differential diagnosis are otitis media/interna, metabolic problems as hypothyroidism or neoplastic lesions affecting the nerve or brainstem. Routine laboratory testing can help to rule out metabolic problems and advanced diagnostic imaging studies as brain MRI rule out structural lesions affecting the middle ear or the brain. Recent studies in MRI showed findings consistent with idiopathic facial neuropathy as facial nerve contrast enhancement or atrophy of the digastric muscle.
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MRI of a dog with idiopathic facial paralysis.  The facial nerve on the left side of the image is affected by this condition (red arrow).  It is showing brighter ‘contrast-enhancement’ than the facial nerve on the opposite side (blue arrow).
What are the treatment options for Idiopathic facial paralysis in dogs?
The Idiopathic facial paralysis doesn’t have a specific treatment, with the use of corticosteroids being controversial. Symptomatic treatment as artificial tears to prevent corneal drying can be beneficial.
What is the prognosis for dogs with Idiopathic facial paralysis?
The prognosis for dogs with Idiopathic facial paralysis is guarded for a complete recovery. As a rule, around one third of the cases achieve a complete recovery, one third a partial recovery and one third present the paralysis as permanent. Dogs with chronic dysfunction can develop a muscle contracture on the affected side with narrowing of the palpebral and deviation of the nose toward the affected side.
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